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ABSTRACT
This qualitative study utilizes narrative inquiry to consider how difference and
equity are experienced and represented in middle years classes and to link teachers’
concepts of curriculum to that experience and representation. The inquiry is grounded in
a case study of interactions among students and between students and teacher in a grade
six classroom in a Canadian city. Additionally, interviews with the grade six teacher and
with four other teachers, who had a commitment to including social justice issues in the
curriculum, develop the relationship of teachers’ curriculum concepts to teaching for
social justice. The implications of that relationship for classrooms and schools of
education are explored. The study is formed by its problem: How can we teach
meaningfully about social justice issues in middle years classrooms? Teaching for social
justice is interpreted broadly as including both formal and social curriculum. Naming and
engaging with difference are required for such teaching. Taking up our differences and
resisting representations that marginalize may build equity in our schools. Equity
concerns access to rights and difference concerns the recognition of the specificities of
identity. How social justice issues are located, that is found, in the middle years milieu
and how they are located, that is given a place, in middle years classes are addressed.
Middle years students’ need for “fairness” was found to be a potential location for
working with social justice issues. It was found that constructing locations to address
social justice issues involve both personal and curriculum choices made by teachers, in
IX

response to students and to institutional structures and the social context. The initial
analysis suggested that teaching for social justice cannot simply be mandated. The need
for structured ongoing conversations with students and for curricular support when
teaching social justice issues was meaningful to the teachers in the study. The
implications of this study’s orientation to social justice for classroom teachers and for
teacher educators include working reflectively with narratives of experience and
connecting the personal and the social contexts of experience. For teacher educators it
involves working for philosophical, structural and curricular change in our institutions.

x

CHAPTER I
LOCATIONS OF DIFFERENCE:
POSSIBILITIES FOR EQUITY
I propose a dialogic restructuring of teacher education that begins with the
recognition that multiple realities, voices, and discourse conjoin and clash in the
process of coming to know. Such a restructuring ... is necessary for the creation
of democratic pedagogies that value the struggle for voice and make available the
discursive practices necessary for the struggle of social justice. (Britzman, 1991,
P 33)
Ralph Brown School is a low brick building built in the days when generous
windows facing the street were standard. All my years of grade school those windows
presented series of marching pumpkins, turkeys, Santa heads, daffodils and Easter
bunnies, all identical in design. The regularity of it was comforting. I did not attend the
public school. I went to a nearby Jewish parochial school in a similar but newer building
with slightly smaller windows. Our windows not only had none of those seasonal art
displays, but to my recall were generally less organized, less uniform in design. Perhaps
this is not true. Certainly, I imagined the other school to be safer, less chaotic than the
one I lived in. That sense of safety was undoubtedly produced by looking in from the
outside. The sense of chaos was produced from the experience of being an outsider, of
not belonging to a world, that even as a child, I intuitively understood as safer place to be.
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Caught in this story are some of the threads of the inquiry I pursue in this text.
How do students experience difference? How do teachers and educational institutions
influence that experience? How is difference constructed? What risks are involved in
naming difference in schools? How does naming difference support equity and build
safety in schools and in society?
Locating Personal and Social Contexts of the Inquiry
A discussion of how this particular research came to be part of my work involves
how it emerged out of my life experience, out of the gritty and the elastic teaching times
of twenty years and out of the political and social realities in and outside my classrooms
and in my students’ lives. The language of this discussion signifies the direction of my
inquiry. My general concern is that educational research should be embedded in
experience and that educational experience be understood as including a social and
political dimension. My specific concern was to consider what is important about
teaching for social justice and what makes it difficult to do. I had hoped the inquiry
would lead to ways to do it better. The phrase “do it better” is indicative of my
perspective as a classroom teacher and as a teacher educator. Methods courses in math or
language arts are framed to help teachers learn “to do it better”. Although I may have
formulated my research project with an agenda of finding ways to do social justice better
in middle years classes, the process of the inquiry required that I reform my agenda. I had
to focus on the problem of difference, rather than solutions to inequity. In order to
consider how we teach and learn about social justice issues in middle years, I had to
study how difference is experienced in schools. I chose to locate those experiences in the
case study which is central in this inquiry. I connect the experiences I observed and
2

interpreted in the case study are connected to the experiences of other teachers whom I
interviewed, to my own experience and to the literature.
Social justice issues address inequities. Those inequities are often a result of
marginalizing groups whom the dominant culture perceives as different or “Other”
(Apple, 1993; Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Kanu, 2002). “Difference” as manifest in the
socially constructed markers of gender, race, class, sexual orientation, ability, religion
and ethnicity, became a central concept in the inquiry. “Equity” was also a critical term.
An inspection of the terms equity and difference will elaborate the orientation in this
inquiry. Britzman, Santiego-Valles, Jimenez-Munos and Lamash (1993) refer to
Wallace’s discussion of the equity/difference dichotomy. Wallace states that equity
“concerns access to the contexts and structures of inclusiveness, visibility, and attainment
of civil rights” (p. 190). Difference “concerns the refusal to collapse the specificities of
identity with the imperatives of equal access” (p. 190). If the goals of a social movement
are to provide equity, there is a concern that differences will be merged rather than
considered. From a poststructural orientation, difference is a process of identity forming
and re-forming through representation and agency. Identities are multiple and changing,
in process. Identity is formed out of the relation of Self and Other (Fine, 1994). If the
identity is essentialized (Roman, 1993), then a reified notion of the Other as exotic,
strange or threatening supports the sense of Self. If diversity refers to an individual or
collection of ethnic groups who are “different” from a dominant group which surrounds
them, then dominant cultural perspectives are maintained (Dei, G.J., James, I.M.,
Karumanchery, L.L., James-Wilson, S., & Zine, J., 2000). Equity requires that relations
of power are deconstructed (Ng, 2003) and difference is reconceptualized.
3

The foundations of public education in Canada are equity, opportunity, quality
and accountability (Shaker & Doherty-Delorme, 1999). Canadian school populations are
increasingly diverse, both in urban centers and in less urban locations (Dei et al., 2000).
Diverse school populations are a global trend, as well as a national one (Dmitriades &
McCarthy, 2001). Although the study setting is Canadian, it may inform other
educational settings.
The assumption of this study is that a pedagogy which names and responds to
difference in students’ lives makes equity more possible. This pedagogy of difference
(Trifonas, 2003) will develop the quality of education and will be accountable to the need
to address/redress past inequities. Taking up our differences may aid in sustaining the
social fabric across the spectrum of dominant and marginalized groups. If public
education is to provide for all students, then school systems and individual school settings
must address differences among the students in gender, race, class, sexual orientation,
ability, religion and ethnicity.
In this inquiry, I explore a specific context where teaching and learning about
difference occurs, the daily life of a grade six class. The case study describes and
interprets the interactions among and between grade six students and their teacher over a
school year. Interaction includes behavior and communication. The focus of the
interpretation is on what those interactions reveal about their perceptions of difference
and equity. A secondary focus is on how the teacher’s understanding of curriculum
shapes the engagement with social justice issues. My interpretation of the interviews,
those with the grade six teacher in the case study and those with four other teachers who
expressed a commitment to including social justice issues in the curriculum, develops the
4

relationship of curriculum concepts and teaching for social justice. I understand making
space or creating locations to address social justice issues as personal and curriculum
choices made by teachers, in response to students and to institutional structures and the
social context. I suggest that teachers, in making those choices, will have to address
difference. The design of the inquiry includes differing voices in its attempt to reflect its
problem of how difference and equity are perceived.
In this chapter, I introduce why I believe that it is important to teach and learn
about difference in schools and why it is difficult to do so. That consideration includes
individual and social locations. An overview of the historical context of Canadian
education provides perspective on how difference has been conceptualized and regulated
(Ghosh & Abdi, 2004). In Chapter II, the design of the inquiry is delineated in relation to
the concept of the different locations and voices within it and the significance of
reflexivity in representing those voices (Britzman, 1991; Lather, 1991). Chapter III is a
location for narratives of themes emerging out of the analysis of field notes and
transcripts from the case study. In Chapter IV, those narratives are interpreted in relation
to the interviews with other teachers and to the literature. This interpretation includes
conceptualizing curriculum. Concerns around the integration of the individual and the
social in curriculum are examined. How the risks involved in naming difference can build
equity in schools is taken up in Chapter V. The implications of naming difference for
teachers and for teacher educators are addressed in the context of my own teaching
experience and the experiences of the teachers interviewed.
The content and the process of the inquiry itself reflect my theoretical orientation.
I work from a critical perspective which assumes there are dominant and marginalized
5

groups within the Canadian educational system just as there are in Canadian society. That
historical and material experiences shape current social conditions is also fundamental.
The possibility for social change which addresses inequity is a given. I approach the
inquiry from a poststructural feminist understanding of identity where difference
constructs identity. I utilize narrative inquiry to foreground dialogue and relationship
(Wood, 2000) as expressed through interactions in the grade six class.
Narrative inquiry (Connolly & Clandinin, 1988, 2003) is a qualitative research
method that has shaped this study. Narrative inquiry works with how participants
represent or story their experiences, both personal and social. This branch of qualitative
research is focused on lived experience in time and space as expressed in social
relationships. Studying curriculum through narrative inquiry with Dr. Connelly in 1997
introduced me to the experience where “the researcher is the instrument of research”
(Maxwell, 1996, p. 27). In this case, one’s subjectivity needs to be identified and its
impact on the study considered reflexively (Britzman, 1991). Maykut and Morehouse
(1994) emphasize how narrative produces meaning through the dialogic relation between
the researcher and the researched, which preserves the humanity of both parties. This
relation also acknowledges that the researcher incorporates their personal practical
knowledge (Clandinin, 1986) into the research process and this reinforces the reflexive
process. The dialogic relation between researcher and participant is concerned with
agency, the ability to make meaning and to take action. The importance of the research
relationship is affirmed in Lather’s (1991) work on research as emancipatory.
The process of narrative inquiry is comfortable for me. Learning through stories
was part of my life at home and at school. My work in theatre and as a drama teacher had
6

demonstrated how the storying of experience is a valuable tool for teaching and learning
(Block, 2003). The process of narrative inquiry extends story making and telling into a
tool for educational research.
Autobiographical Location
A partial exploration of my subjectivity can include the stories I was told as a
child. My bedtime stories began with “once upon a time” and ended with “and they lived
happily ever after”. However, these stories did not fully coincide with the stories that
many other children were told; for in between these bookends, the sub-text of the story
was: “The world is not a just place, but something can and must be done about that!” In
the stories my mother created, people lived happily ever after only because they put the
common good before their individual desires. As well as my parents’ influence, my
Jewish parochial school reinforced the performance of “mitzvoth” (good deeds), of acting
in the world with a social conscience. Coming of age in the late sixties only deepened my
belief that social change was necessary and possible.
As a teenager and young adult, I believed schools to be part of the forces that
conserve rather than change social mores. I resisted becoming a teacher in the public
school system and instead taught drama and worked with inner city youth in social
programs. However, at the age of thirty, partly due to personal economic and social
needs, I returned to university and enrolled in an after-degree program in education. In
the subsequent twenty years of teaching, my understanding of how schools are implicated
in social change has evolved. Returning to university again in 1997 for graduate studies
in education, I was immersed in the theoretical framework of poststructural feminist
pedagogy, as well as critical pedagogy and narrative inquiry. I connected my experiences
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as an educator with my belief in social justice through these theories. The connection of
theory and practice as praxis is central (Freire, 1994; Gramsci, 1972; Lather, 1991).
After completing my degree, I returned to teaching middle school. I also joined
the Equality in Education (EIE) team of the provincial teachers’ society. The team’s
mandate was to respond to requests for workshops on equity issues from schools and
professional organizations. The experience of developing and facilitating those
workshops was significant. It grounded the theories I had studied. However, I found that
even with the authorization of the teachers’ society and the support of my team members,
I sometimes had difficulty addressing these issues in a professional forum. I found that
certain words like “homophobia” or “antiracist education” were sticky, sometimes hard to
speak to an audience of teachers.
What was difficult for me about speaking to teachers about homophobia or
antiracist education? I understood that I was part of the culture which I was attempting to
challenge. Like many teachers of my generation and gender, I had been schooled not to
draw attention to difference, for fear of demonstrating less than equally loving attention
to all my students. Even if that pumpkin wasn’t orange, it was almost orange, wasn’t it?
As well as feeling I had to treat everyone equally, I was encouraged to provide a safe and
comfortable learning environment to all. Drawing attention to race or sexuality during the
EIE workshops was uncomfortable for some of the adult participants and that concerned
me. I am depicting the disjuncture between my belief in addressing difference and my
training to be a “nice” teacher in an exaggerated manner. Nonetheless, this disjuncture
produced the stickiness that persisted. Over time I became more adept at naming
difference, but it remained difficult for me to make others uncomfortable. Working on
8

these issues with college students was easier for me than working with my peers, as my
role was different. However, pre-service teachers were also concerned with how “sticky”
these issues can become for a beginning teacher. This stickiness provoked a series of
questions about my own teaching practice and others’ centered on why it is important to
teach about difference and why it is difficult to do so. Those questions evolved into this
study.
Historical Locations of Difference
in Canadian Schooling
Individual teaching practices are constructed through schools of education,
educational policies and cultural values. An historical overview of how difference has
been taken up in educational contexts in Canada may clarify present practices. Policy on
education of ethnic groups and immigrants will be the focus.
In Canada, policy on the education of immigrants and ethnic groups has had two
distinct approaches: assimilation and cultural pluralism. In the first one hundred years of
nationhood (1867-1967), assimilation of immigrants and aboriginal peoples into the
dominant Anglo-Canadian culture was mandated. For example, schoolchildren were
punished for speaking in their mother tongues. In the 1950’s there emerged an interest in
and appreciation of the multi-ethnic mosaic of Canadian society. The federal
government’s multiculturalism policy provided for cultural pluralism. Existing heritage
language programs funded in public schools exemplify this policy. In the 1980’s,
multiculturalism was critiqued for failing to address social inequities and for reinforcing
dominant culture. Social change activists advocated for antiracist education and an
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integration of multiple perspectives in curriculum. The cultural changes which framed
these different approaches are complex.
A key to understanding these changes is to identify the changing terminology, as
policy on “ethnicity and education” became policy on “teaching to diversity.” The terms
“ethnic” or “minority” (a term more common in the United States) assume an otherness,
an ethnic group different from a dominant group which is the norm. “Teaching to
diversity” does not assume a norm or a dominant group from which others diverge.
Rather, it assumes multiple perspectives (Rezai-Rashti, 1995; Pinar, 1993). This
assumption may make it possible to name differences and to acknowledge historical
oppression of social groups as structuring those differences. This changed terminology
signifies a very different approach to education. However, for antiracist educators, the
term diversity is understood as homogenizing. Antiracist education assumes there is a
dominant perspective and resists a tendency to homogenize differences as multiple
perspectives:
The central issue, then, is not one of merely acknowledging difference; rather the
more fundamental question concerns the kind of difference that is acknowledged
and engaged. Difference seen as benign variation (diversity), for instance,
bypasses power and history to suggest a harmonious empty pluralism. (Mohanty,
C. T. as cited in Roman 1993, p. 72)
Engaging with our individual differences requires engaging with our collective and group
histories.
Canada’s history is one of cultural conflict. Canada is a product of colonialism.
European explorers claimed the land for their sovereigns and European settlers built
10

communities. The aboriginal cultures were devastated in the process. The consequences
of that devastation are still visible in Canadian society, as are the tensions between
French and English speaking Canadians. The founding colonial cultures were French and
English. Immigration from many other European countries and from China and Japan
followed in the nineteenth century. In the twentieth century, immigrants came to Canada
from most parts of the world and this immigration continues.
Assimilation of immigrant cultures into a dominant Anglophone or Francophone
culture is demonstrated in Canadian educational and social policy at the turn of the 20th
century. Palmer (1984) suggests that policy had two motives. There was the fear of the
immigrant cultures undermining the homogeneity of Canadian culture and there were
also humanitarian aims to integrate immigrants and provide equality of opportunity. At
that time, Palmer states that the alternative to assimilation of immigrants was
“subordination and segregation” (p. 27). However, within the assimilation policies,
economic realities subordinated many immigrants and discrimination served to segregate
them. This period saw the development of what was later termed the “vertical mosaic” of
Canadian culture, where class and ethnicity conflated. World War I led to further
polarization among ethnic communities and between them and Anglophones. After the
war, government immigration policy restricted immigration from outside Western
Europe. Economic pressures resulted in more open immigration, although to a closed
destination, agricultural work. During the Depression, antagonism and prejudice against
immigrants were high.
The belief in and practice of assimilation prevailed until after World War II
(Harper, 1997; & Palmer, 1984). In the post-war period, increased immigration and a
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changing social and economic climate combined to shape government policy towards
cultural pluralism. The Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism (1963, as
cited in Mallea & Young, 1984), which addressed the competing needs of the two
“founding” cultures, also raised the profile of the “other” ethnicities and their
contribution to Canadian culture in Book IV: The Cultural Contributions of the Other
Ethnic Groups. Out of this evolved a policy of “Multi cultural ism Within a Bilingual
Framework” in 1971. This policy acknowledged that Canadian identity emerges from the
diverse cultural communities which are part of the country. It states that membership in
these communities is understood as coming from one’s sense of belonging to the group,
rather than origin or mother tongue. It affirms that the “government will support and
encourage the various cultural groups that give structure and vitality to our society”
(Mallea, 1984, p. 519). Subsequent legislation built on this policy. Educational policy
was required to make adjustments to the federal government’s agenda of
multiculturalism.
Schooling in Canada, as elsewhere, functions both to sustain and to change
society. Education upholds cultural values, conserving knowledge. Education develops
new ideas, producing knowledge. When social policy advocates assimilation of cultures,
the focus of education is on sustaining dominant values. When social policy advocates for
multiculturalism, the focus shifts and schools seek to integrate new cultures. Educational
policy can be perceived as responsive to government social policy and as functioning as a
normalizing institution. However, critical pedagogy argues that education also shapes
values and thus influences policy (Britzman, 1991; Dei, 2000; hooks, 1993; Ng, 1995;
Nieto 2004). Critical pedagogy is based on the belief that schooling can be a tool for
12

social change. As such, it can be tossed about on the winds of change, as Ng (2003)
illustrates in her succinct description of how issues in Ontario educational policy altered
in focus, from poverty in the seventies, to gender in the eighties, to racism in the nineties.
Multi cultural ism was ongoing policy throughout Canada in the post-war period,
although interpretation and strategies varied from region to region. There are a variety of
strategies for multicultural education and they are related to the political and
philosophical orientations of both policy makers and practitioners. The assumptions that
inform multicultural policy and studies in multiculturalism need to be analyzed in order
to assess their aims and outcomes. McCarthy (1993) identifies three models of
multicultural policy in the United States: cultural understanding, cultural competence and
cultural emancipation. Cultural understanding aims to increase the sensitivity to ethnic
differences. Cultural competence requires students and teachers to demonstrate
competence in a culture and language outside their own heritage. Cultural emancipation
proposes that inclusion of marginalized groups in the curriculum will impact positively
on members of those groups in school and beyond school. All three models share the
assumption that prejudice and bias related to race and ethnicity are present. These models
set out practices to change attitudes to limit prejudice. However, McCarthy argues that
these models are limited by their focus on changing individual attitudes, on “transforming
white intolerance and boosting the self-confidence of minority group members” (1993, p.
43). None of the three models take into account the social and political relations of
schools themselves and the communities and society around them. McCarthy advocates
for a critical approach to multiculturalism that contests these underlying relations of
power.
13

Rezai-Rashti (1995) distinguishes between multicultural and antiracist education
in the Canadian context. She describes multiculturalism as including a range of
educational programs: English as a Second Language (ESL) and transition programs for
immigrant youth, programs that promote the positive contributions of ethnic groups,
programs such as Heritage Language which affirm the retention of cultural identities, and
bicultural programs to develop competency in more than one culture. Rezai-Rashti also
identifies as cultural/intercultural education those more comprehensive programs which
highlight linguistic and cultural continuity, ethnic and race relations and human rights.
However, like McCarthy, she argues that these programs are restricted by their focus on
limiting individual prejudice. She proposes antiracist education as an alternative.
Rezai-Rashti explains the premise of antiracist education is social and historical,
emerging from the struggle for equality by racial minorities: “Moreover, while the central
assumption of multicultural education is that the sensitization and celebration of
difference can counteract biased and prejudiced attitudes among Canadians, antiracist
education concentrates on examining the histories and the practices that prejudice
supports” (p. 6). Antiracist education involves a commitment to address those histories
and practices actively. Anti -racist education deals with power inequities and what
creates them. Its aim is transformative. Dei and Calliste (2000) also critique multicultural
education as limited to focusing on commonalities, rather than naming difference and
addressing inequality:
...multiculturalism works with notions of basic humanness and downplays
inequities of difference by accentuating shared commonalities.... Anti-racism
shifts the talk away from tolerance of diversity to the pointed notion of difference
14

and power. It sees race and racism as central to how we claim, occupy and defend
spaces. The task of anti-racism is to identify, challenge and change the values,
structures and behaviors that perpetuate systemic racism and other forms of
societal oppression, (p. 21)
Antiracist work began in Toronto, Ontario in the 1970’s with community
activism. At that time, Toronto was home to many immigrant communities, as it is today.
Parents and community members lobbied their local school boards to address inequities.
An early example was how the assessment and streaming of Italian students was
questioned by the Dante Aligheri Society. Portuguese, Greek and Black parents raised
similar concerns in the late 70’s. Rezai-Rashti details how boards developed race
relations policies and also discusses the history of the Ontario government’s Ministry of
Education’s Advisory Committee on Race Relations established in the eighties. In this
period, antiracist educators rejected multiculturalism as failing to create equality of
opportunity. Among them were Enid Lee, Alok Mukherjee and Barbara Thomas, who
developed theory and practice in antiracist education and worked with teachers and
school boards.
Harper (1997) delineates how difference and diversity have been negotiated in
Ontario schools from the early 1900’s to the present. She examines how assimilation
policies functioned to suppress difference and segregation policies insisted on difference.
Psychological testing was a tool for the process of segregating students who were deemed
unable to be assimilated. After World War II, schools were no longer legislated to
suppress difference through assimilation or to segregate those who were different in
separate schools and institutions. Harper sees this period as denying difference by
15

advocating equal treatment for all. This approach is premised on a liberal-humanist belief
in individualism. Harper maintains that this approach disregards historical and material
realities which shape individual students’ lives. Harper notes that there has been a shift
from notions of equality to notions of equity in Canadian educational policies and
practices.
Naming Difference to Build Equity
This inquiry is concerned with the equity model, which includes differences.
Harper suggests that multiculturalism programs in schools are inclusive, inviting
difference by celebrating diversity. However, when multicultural education is an additive
rather than integrative process, curriculum is not altered to reflect diverse perspectives.
Rather, dominant culture continues to be central and power structures are not addressed:
“The notion that human beings are all different ignores how power determines which
difference makes a difference in the quality of life. ... From this perspective, it is not
cultural diversity per se that creates tensions and social unrest; rather it is the values that
get attached to particular cultures and cultural practices” (Harper, 1997, para. 6). Harper
perceives antiracist education as exemplifying the process of critiquing difference
through interrogating power and identity. She argues for developing a sense of identity,
both individual and national, which is shifting and multiple. From that form of identity,
inequities can be addressed.
The liberal humanist notion of identity as conscious, autonomous and fixed is
intrinsic to much Western pedagogy which is rooted in the psychological model of
learning theory (Haberman, 1996). This standpoint lends itself to what is termed “color
blind” teaching (Lee, Mankart, & Okazawa-Rey, 2002) where teachers affirm they do not
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see race or gender or class because they value all students equally and treat all students
the same, regardless of race, gender or class. Feminist and antiracist educators critique
this approach for denying the historical and material differences that shape students’ lives
and learning (Ghosh & Abdi, 2004; Boler, 2003).
Antiracist education has been critiqued by Mansfield and Kohoe (1994) for being
reductive and for defining racism as something perpetuated only by Whites. Dei’s (2000)
discussion of antiracist education connects race oppression to interlocking oppressions of
gender, class and sexual orientation. Dei proposes that race is not defined by skin color
and affirms that skin color is not the only signifier of difference. He explains that “while
recognizing the saliency of skin-color racism, critical anti-racism asserts that a discussion
about racism should not be restricted to ‘White racism’ but must explore the myriad
manifestations of racism” in society” (p. 27). However, Dei reiterates that the dominant
culture is White and that its dominance needs to be named, analyzed and changed in
order to create equity in Canadian society.
The critical stance of antiracist educators has provoked controversy, as is
intended. Nieto’s (2004) extensive work on multicultural education situates it in a
sociopolitical context. Her definition of multicultural education is that it is antiracist
education, as well as education for social justice and critical pedagogy. She insists it is
education that is important for all students and is basic education that should be
pervasive, not added on to curriculum. It is an ongoing and dynamic process, responsive
to change. Nieto’s text is titled “Affirming Diversity” and multicultural education is a
process for doing that. This concept of diversity does not require an “Other”; it assumes
Harper’s multiple and shifting identities.
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From Harper’s perspective, diversity includes gender, race, ethnic, class,
and religious differences, as well as differences in ability. This diversity in our schools
requires more than celebration of difference; what is required is challenging existing
power structures which, by valuing differences differently, create hierarchical relations
between individuals and groups. Ng (2003) proposes that race, gender, ability and class
are relational. One does not need to separate out any of these categories of social
difference nor assign priority to any particular signifier of difference. Rather, educators
must address all of these in terms of power, as situated in every day interactions in
schools: “Thus, paying attention to how power operates along axes of gender, race, class,
and ability (that is recognizing that social differences are not given, but are accomplished
in and through educational settings) is a step towards educational equity” (Ng, p. 213).
The focus on multiple categories of difference and their relations can be read as a
dilution of antiracist education or of anti-homophobia education or of feminist pedagogy.
Theorists like Dei argue for the primacy of certain of these interlocking oppressions in
relation to the needs of particular educational communities. In other words, for
communities of black students in urban centers like Toronto, the focus is on race and on
race as connected to skin color. The practicality of addressing site specific issues is
important for practicing educators. For example in The Waiting Room (1994), a
community based educational play about women and mental illness which I facilitated
and directed, the focus was on disability and gender, while race was addressed only
peripherally and class hardly at all. I am drawn to a theoretical position which requires
that the educator addressing specific issues also have an awareness of the broader issues
of naming and addressing difference in our classrooms, through an understanding of the
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interlocking nature of oppressions and relative privilege (Razack, 1998). In reaching for
“praxis”, we need to continually connect theory and practice.
The problems this inquiry engages with are how social justice issues are located,
that is found, in the middle years milieu and how they are located, that is given a place, in
middle years classes. How are social justice issues experienced and how can they be
addressed or named in order to build equity? If equity involves treating people differently
in order to treat them fairly (G. Button, personal communication, spring, 2000), then
being able to name difference is a step towards equity. I believe that naming and
addressing differences of gender, race, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation and ability is
critical to the educational process. These markers of identity are relational. Educators
must address all of these in terms of power, as situated in everyday interactions in
schools. The case study of the grade six class provided a selection of the everyday
interactions of the students and their teacher. Those interactions were interpreted in
relation to perceptions of difference and of equity. The detail of the everyday becomes
fascinating as we make meaning of it. The case study is one specific location in which
this inquiry is grounded. The interviews with teachers extend the ground of the inquiry,
as do the connections to my own experience. Working that ground allowed me to locate
and relocate my understanding of difference and how it is experienced in schools. That
understanding is constructed through layers of experience as voiced in varied locations.
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CHAPTER II
LOCATING THE PROBLEMS:
DESIGNING THE INQUIRY
From an interpretive point of view, however, effective teaching is seen not as a set
of generalized attributes of a teacher or of students. Rather, effective teaching is
seen as occurring in the particular and concrete circumstances of the practice of a
specific teacher with a specific set of students “this year,” “this day,” and “this
moment” (just after a fire drill). (Erickson, 1986, p. 130)
In Chapter I, I stated my belief that educational research be embedded in my own
and teachers’ experiences and the belief that these educational experiences must be
recognized as including social and political dimensions. These beliefs were instrumental
in developing a research design for this inquiry. In this chapter, I identify the research
problem and questions, describe my research design and connect it to the theoretical
framework which is the grounding for my beliefs and which also supports the study’s
purposes.
The Research Problem and Questions
In qualitative research, a design emerges from the research problem just as
meaning will emerge from the research data and analysis (Maxwell, 1996;
Merriam, 1998). I was connected to the research problem by what Connelly and
Clandinin (1988) term personal practical knowledge, that is my life and teaching
experience, as discussed in Chapter I. The research design is informed by its problem:
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How can we teach meaningfully about social justice issues in middle years? Social justice
education cannot be limited to a series of outcomes and discrete activities on a curriculum
(Cummins, 2003), although such specific curricula have been developed and provide
guidance to teachers (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 1997, Dei et al, 2000). Teaching for social
justice is interpreted broadly in this inquiry as including both formal curriculum and
social curriculum (Weisz, 2001). As I worked with the research problem through the
literature, I understood that I had to focus on how difference was experienced in schools
before I could consider how to address inequities. That refocusing of problem led to my
research questions:
1. What does the interaction among middle years students and between middle
years students and their teacher reveal about their perceptions of difference and
equity?
2. How does a teacher’s understanding of curriculum connect to their teaching
about social justice issues in middle years?
As defined in Chapter I, difference concerns the recognition of the specificities of
identity and equity concerns access to rights. A social justice approach to education
addresses inequities through naming differences (Trifonas, 2003), exploring how those
differences are experienced (Todd, 1997) and learning how to resist representations
which marginalize (Britzman et al., 1993; Cummins, 2003). The classroom is a location
where representation is engaged with daily as both process and content. How social
justice issues are located, that is found, in the middle years milieu and how they are
located, that is given a place, in middle years classes are the central problems for this
inquiry. Thus, I understand making space or creating locations to address social justice
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issues to be personal and curriculum choices made by teachers, in response to students
and to institutional structures and the social context. I suggest that in making those
choices, teachers will have to address difference. In order to address difference, teachers
need to examine their own understanding of difference and also explore how students
perceive difference. In this inquiry, I examine my understanding of difference in the
context of others’ understanding and perspectives.
Overview of Design
There are many ways one could approach the problem of how students and
teachers understand difference and how it is represented. An interpretive approach would
gather data through fieldwork and develop understanding through organizing, analyzing
and interpreting that data. These are the inductive methods used in this inquiry.
Specifically, I have relied on the case study method and on teacher interviews to explore
the research problem. I devised a case study to explore the meanings of difference and
equity in a middle years class. By observing the interactions and listening to the voices of
a teacher and her students, I hoped to deepen understanding of how to locate social
justice issues in middle years classes. Additionally, I designed the study to include voices
of other teachers. I interviewed four teachers who are committed to incorporating social
justice issues in their curriculum. These teachers extended the range of teaching
experiences beyond my own and the case study and their voices made it possible to
compare understandings of curriculum. How an individual teacher understands
curriculum emerged from the analy sis as an important aspect of teaching about social
justice issues.
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The case study and interviews, however, are seated in a specialized form of
qualitative methods: narrative inquiry. Because background on this form of research is
fundamental to my study, in the section that follows I describe my use of narrative
inquiry. Following this description, I address how, through narrative, I include differing
voices to illuminate the research problem.
Narrative Inquiry and Research Design
Qualitative research offers a repertoire of ways to conduct an inductive study. The
research design for this study is an attempt to embed its purpose in its design. Central to
the design is the use of narrative inquiry. This approach to qualitative research invites
inclusion of multiple voices and perspectives. I believe that inclusion is foundational in
teaching social justice issues and so designed the study to replicate such inclusion.
A narrative inquiry attempts to access and then authentically represent different
voices associated with the problem. The researcher locates and listens to the voices and
interprets their collective meaning. Narrative inquiry requires that the researcher
approach the research problem openly and inquire into the experiences being studied in
order to discover meaning, rather than imposing it. Throughout the research process, the
research problem, in a sense, is narrated by the researcher who tells the collective story of
the research participants. Even as the data are collected, the voices of the research
participants are woven together. Thus, the text of the inquiry is layered with differing
voices and meaning is woven through those layers. The overt inclusion of the
researcher’s voice in the text of the inquiry is the reflexive component of narrative
inquiry and supports the validity of the narrative by acknowledging the researcher’s
presence and by providing an ongoing examination of method (Fine, 1994; Lather, 1991).
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The tools of narrative inquiry include: journal keeping, biography, picturing,
document analysis, storytelling, letter writing between professionals, teacher interviews
and participant observation (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988). These tools are attached to an
understanding of curriculum as experience and an interest in the moral, aesthetic and
emotional content of experience. Teaching experiences include people, things and
processes, as well as a temporal aspect. A teaching experience or situation is connected to
the past and to the future and narrative is a means of connecting. Connolly and Clandinin
emphasize curriculum as the interaction of all these parts: “The past shapes our future
through the medium of a situation, and the future shapes the past through the stories we
tell to account for and explain our situation” (p. 9).
Like other qualitative research methods, the tools of narrative inquiry are utilized
in relation to the specific research problem. This study utilizes participant observation, '
teacher interviews and my narrative of the research process as its primary tools. That
narrative is akin to what Connolly and Clandinin term journal keeping. Throughout the
case study, I used field notes to document my observations and the teacher and student
interactions. In addition to recording field notes, I included a running narrative of the
research process. In narrative inquiry, the researcher’s thought process is used as a
reflexive tool. Because reflexivity is such an important tool, I discuss it more closely in
the next section. The process of recording field notes and my role as a participant
observer are described in depth at a later point in this chapter. I also used teacher
interviews within and external to the case study location. The verbatim transcription of
the interviews, together with participant observation and field notes, were methods which
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allowed me to document interaction and represent teachers’ experiences—their stories,
images, and views.
The focus on interaction and teaching experiences derives from Connelly and
Clandinin and is also influenced by approaches to narrative (Britzman, 2000;
LeCompte, 1991; McCoy, 2000; Razack, 1998) which emphasize the social and political
dimensions of teaching experiences. In this inquiry, narrative inquiry is coupled with the
intention to develop a critique of dominant culture. The assumption that inequities are
part of our social context and affect education involves such a critique. Locating the
struggle to represent difference equitably was the focus of my field work.
Acknowledgment of that focus is part of the process of reflexivity.
Narrative Inquiry and Reflexivity
Awareness of how the researcher is part of the narrative being created is very
important. Developing and applying this awareness is termed reflexivity (Lather, 1991).
Britzman (1991) delineates some of the difficulties with ethnography as she experienced
them in conducting her study of student teachers, Practice makes practice: A critical
study o f learning to teach. She explains that the desire to create a good story with heroes
and villains can distort the observations. The desire to superimpose the observer on the
participant, that is to intrude one’s own vision, will color one’s observations, as will the
need to moralize. Ignoring the difference between language and experience and failing to
take into account what mediates competing discourses will also compromise the work.
These problems are common to narrative inquiry and require that researcher accepts and
monitor their own presence in the process.
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Assimilating the researcher’s context and particular experiences requires
reflexivity, the ability to know and to integrate one’s own social position and its impact.
Maxwell’s (1996) discussion of reflexivity understands the researcher as being part of the
phenomenon being studied. He identifies four aspects of qualitative research where
reflexivity is involved: the research relationship, the sampling process, data collection
and data analysis. My narrative of the research process (Erickson, 1984) is an additional
tool for reflexivity. This study posits that the process of reflexivity is an important factor
in teaching about social issues. At this level, the form of the study is an attempt to mirror
its content.
Reflexivity is integrated in the form of this study through its representation of the
participants’ experience. This study’s form reflects the many and differing voices whose
representation is its concern. The reflexive process for this inquiry includes my narrative
of my experience of developing and conducting the study. That narrative is one of the
voices in the study, as is my more removed authorial voice. The voices of authority, the
scholars who shape my thinking, are also present. Important voices are those of the
participants. Thus the study includes voices of teachers, students and researchers. It
recounts several narratives, all of them partial. The central story is that of the grade six
class and their teacher, the participants and location of the case study. Teachers outside
that location are also important participants. Their narratives of their experience in
teaching social justice issues accompany and provide counterpoint to the experiences in
the grade six class. The research relationship between the classroom teacher and me is
another important story. My work with all these separate narratives becomes another
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narrative thread or a segment of what Janesick (1994) calls the dance of qualitative
research design.
Narrative Inquiry and Social Context
This inquiry’s broad concern is how to locate social justice issues in schools. It
assumes inequities exist in classrooms, schools and communities. Therefore, the narrative
inquiry must include a critical approach to the social context. Issues of social justice are
embedded in the social fabric. For the purposes of this inquiry, the immediate and the
broader social context of the participants must be addressed in the research design,
particularly in the analysis. In exploring how difference is experienced, the social
constructs which define, represent and regulate (Foucault, 1973) difference must be
analyzed. How these definitions, representations and regulations are engaged with and
resisted by individuals and by groups must also be considered.
LeCompte (1991) discusses narrative as a critique of positivism. That critique is
also significant to my orientation as a researcher. Positivism is not a system which
supports a layering of voices to create meaning. Positivism builds meaning in other
forms. LeCompte emphasizes “the need to frame narrative within a social, economic,
political and historical perspective” (p. 14). Without that context, narrative can function
to romanticize experience and it can also impose definitions on the experience of the
“Other” (Fine, 1994; hooks, 1994; McCoy, 2000; Razack, 1998). Some studies which
utilize narrative inquiry are focused on the experience of an individual teacher and the
researcher (Clandinin, 1986; Ross, 2003). In these studies, the social context of that
teacher and the researcher is described but is not necessarily interrogated. If the
researcher is immersed in the artistry of the particular research relationship, then the
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social, economic, political and historical perspective can become less significant.
However, those perspectives are required for this study which attempts to maintain a
critical stance in relation to the social context of its participants.
My focus in this study is on difference and equity as experienced and expressed in
schools. I assume education is not neutral, but is constructed through and for social and
political purposes (Freire, 1993; Ng, 2003; Nieto, 2004). A sociological perspective
includes an examination of those purposes. Poststructural feminism provides tools for
attending to that perspective while engaged in narrative inquiry. These tools include
attention to multiple perspectives (McCoy, 2000) and an awareness of interlocking
oppressions (Razack, 1998). The tools address the Eurocentric perspective of second
wave feminism and the dualism of critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy is rationalist and
materialist in orientation (Giroux & McLaren, 1994; Macedo, 1999). It is based on
addressing inequalities in society (Freire, 1993). The dualism of oppressor and oppressed
functions to build understanding of power relations and inspires moving from that
understanding into action, praxis. However, that dualism is not sufficient to unpack the
complex social relations of the twenty-first century (Ellsworth, 1989). Poststructuralism
does not posit a hierarchy of oppressions. Rather, the markers of social position, the
social constructs of gender, race, class, sexual orientation and ability, are seen as
interacting and contextual. Individuals can and do resist or transgress these social
constructs.
To ground the inquiry in its research problem, the inquiry must include the social
context, as part of the particular experiences of the individual teachers and students.
Erickson (1986) stresses that the social framework of teaching and learning is crucial to
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fieldwork in education: “Central to such a framework are the concepts of power,
authority, influence, competing interest, legitimacy, assent and dissent” (p. 136). The
fieldwork this study is based on was undertaken from a perspective concerned with
power relations (Ng, 2003).
Differing Voices, Different Locations and Research Design
The research design is constructed to contain differing voices in an attempt to
reflect its problem of how difference and equity are perceived. Figure 1 represents the
layering of voices in the study. Boundaries are permeable and there is movement between
the four circles of experience which generate the voices. These voices will resist each
other and will resonate with each other at different points. The figure also represents the
different locations of the study, both literal and figurative. The literal locations ground
the data in lived experience and the figurative locations suggest possible relocations
resulting from changed understanding. Meaning emerges from the analysis and
interpretations of the differing voices from within their locations.
The differing voices in the study include my own voice as a reflexive researcher
(Lather 1991; Fine, 1994). Certain voices from the literature have impacted on design,
analysis and interpretation and thus are present in the text. The voices of the participants,
the grade six teacher and her students and the four teachers I interviewed, are central. I
attempt to represent these different voices authentically in the text of this study while
recognizing the limitations of representation as Britzman (1991) delineated them.
Voice o f the Researcher
I have discussed the presence of my own reflexive voice. That voice contains my
twenty years experience as a classroom teacher and my more recent experience working
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Figure 1. Differing Voices, Different Locations.
with pre-service teachers, as well as the idiosyncratic aspects of subjectivity referred to in
my autobiographical background in Chapter I. Certainly, my teaching experience
informed my observations at the case study school. As I observed what the classroom
teacher took up or did not take up as an issue to address and/or explore with her students,
I remembered both moments found and moments lost in my own classes. I wondered
what made it possible to connect and what prevented it and why certain words stuck in
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my throat when I wanted to speak them. In Chapter III, my responses to and analysis of
the case study surface in the narrative of the research and in the structuring of the data.
These are produced through my personal practical knowledge.
As a professor, I have been more deliberate in addressing equity issues and
naming difference and have developed a course specifically on teaching for social justice.
Many pre-service teachers I work with are very hesitant to name difference. Sometimes it
appears to be because they want to be politically correct and sometimes because they are
afraid to challenge assumptions, their own or others’. When I have challenged them to
consider their own biases, what they have revealed has sometimes shocked me. I am
attempting to construct a way of teaching that makes it possible to name difference and to
use that naming to build understanding, not tolerance. Tolerance of differences suggests
that something that is difficult to deal with is being accepted, as in one tolerates one’s
great-uncle’s smoking. However, understanding differences may make it possible to
engage with how identities are shaped by difference. As I work on this way of teaching, I
believe what I learn can be useful to teachers and pre-service teachers. This teaching
process will be taken up in Chapter V.
Voices in the Research Literature
As well as evolving from my teaching experience, my design of the study is
framed by the literature. The voices of those theorists penetrate the study as a whole. I
have identified some of the theorists above as belonging to a critical orientation and
utilizing narrative inquiry. These researchers (Britzman, 1991, 2000; Ellsworth, 1989;
Fine, 1994; Graham &Young, 2000, Harper, 1997; McCoy 2000; Todd, 1997) provide
multiple perspectives on educational issues through their layering of narrative, theory and
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reflexivity. Their narratives of specific educational locations are connected to larger
problems of representation and dominance. For example, a description of the-schoolafter-fire-drill in the Erickson quote offered at the opening of this chapter can be related
to issues of regulation and safety in schools. Lather’s (1991) linking of practice and
theory was important to the design.
Voices o f the Case Study
The experiences of the grade six teacher and students are narrated in their own
words and in mine. Field notes and interviews provide the data. The teacher and student
voices speak to and about the first research problem: What does the interaction among
middle years students and between middle years students and their teacher reveal about
their perceptions of difference and equity? In the interviews with the grade six teacher,
the question of how a teacher’s understanding of curriculum connects to their teaching
about social justice issues in middle years is taken up. Students were also interviewed for
their perspectives on difference. The voices of the case study are central. Field notes and
interviews provide the data. Selections from the field notes and interviews are produced
through a reflexive method of analyzing and interpreting which will be elaborated on in
the case study methods section below.
Voices o f Teachers
The interviews with educators outside the case study location provide additional
perspective on locating social justice issues in middle years, which both complement and
contrast the themes identified in the case study. The specificity of the case study was
relevant to the problem of how difference is perceived and gave a sustained view of how
one teacher works with social justice issues. However, to address the research problem of
32

how a teacher’s understanding of curriculum connects to their teaching about social
justice issues, it was important to interview more than one teacher. Although I contacted
individual teachers in the summer and fall of 2004, the interviews were scheduled for the
spring of 2005 because the data from the case study needed to be prior. It is from that
data that my understanding of the impact of curriculum on teaching about social justice
began to be constructed. In turn, the teachers interviewed, who were at different life
stages in the profession, posed further questions and added layers of reflective experience
to the inquiry. These teachers’ experiences are interpreted in relation to the case study
analysis and in relation to each other and to the literature in Chapter IV. The particulars
of these teachers’ voices will follow in the section on interview method.
Layered Voices
This design allows for a “ripple effect” as the different voices in the study meet
and resist or resonate. It is my desire to experience the classroom as a location where a
cacophony of individual voices can form a community of voices; similarly, the differing
voices in the study may weave meaning. Open-ended interviews with teachers made it
possible for them to voice their experience of teaching about social justice issues.
Interviews with students allow them to voice what it means to be different. In narrating
the interactions of students and teacher, the complexity of naming difference was located
and identified.
Conventions
Fieldwork demands access and accountability to participants in the study
(Lather, 1991, Rossman & Rallis, 2003). This study was approved by the University of
North Dakota Institutional Review Board (November 17, 2004). Accountability includes
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an ethical process of gaining informed consent. Sample consent forms are found in
Appendix A.
Throughout the text of the study, the names of people, institutions and places are
pseudonyms. In excerpts from transcripts, all teachers are identified by the first name of
their pseudonym. Students are identified by their first name pseudonym in field notes and
transcripts. Students from the grade six class who did not sign consent forms or who were
not identifiable in transcripts or notes are identified as “student”. I am the only
interviewer referred to in the transcripts. All lengthy excerpts from my field notes (FN),
from interview transcripts (IT) and from my narrative of the research or research notes
(RN) are indented, identified by an abbreviation and dated. When field note excerpts
include narrative of research notes (RN), those research notes are placed in brackets.
Shorter excerpts from field notes, transcripts and my narrative are included in the body of
the text in quotation marks, followed by the date.
Case Study Methods: Participants,
Access, and Location
Robert Yin identifies a case study as an appropriate research strategy when “a
‘how’ or ‘why’ question is being asked about a contemporary set of events, over which
the investigator has little or no control” (1984, p. 20). Yin’s use of the term “ control”
may be connected to controls in experimental or quasi experimental social science
research. However, I read it as an indicator of the understanding that the case study
requires the researcher to accept the messiness or lack of control inherent in studying
people in an open setting such as a classroom, playground or street corner.
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The case study is context dependent and so cannot be generalized. However a
reliable case study is rich in detail and in its specificity can foster insight into similar
cases or related issues. Stake (1994) emphasizes the “boundedness” and specificity of the
case study. However, he also recognizes that “case content evolves in the act of writing
itself’ (p. 240). If that occurs, then the boundaries which form the case are not entirely
fixed. Stake identifies case study observation as a social experience and notes that the
reporting of the study is also a social experience of shared meaning making. The meaning
of the interactions which I observe at the school is not “out there” to be captured like a
biological specimen. The meaning emerges out of a process of shared meaning making.
Reflexivity is required for this process.
The observation and analysis of the interactions among and between students and
teacher, with a focus on social justice issues as they arose in the day to day life of the
classroom, identified some of the complexities involved in teaching about these issues.
Rossman and Rallis (2003) state that case studies “seek to understand a larger
phenomenon through the intensive examination of one specific instance” (p. 104). My
study was exploratory, a search for salient categories and themes in participants’ meaning
structures and for the linkages among them. The case study is a bounded system
(Merriam, 2001, Stake, 1994), whose variables cannot be separated from their context
(Yin, 1994 in Merriam, 2001). The interactions of the class and teacher I observed form
the boundaries of the case. The focus on interaction rather than communication provided
a broader category for observation, as interaction also includes behavior. The students’
and teacher’s notions of difference and equity were studied within the context of their
everyday interactions in school. Those notions cannot be separated from that context.
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However, the specific context of this case study may illuminate how difference and
equity is understood in other educational settings. This may have implications for teacher
practice and teacher education.
The components of this case study will be discussed in relation to methods issues
which arose in the design and implementation of the research. These components include
access and informed consent, the participants and the location.
Access
A research relationship with a classroom teacher in a case study in that
individual’s class is a close one. It requires an ongoing, trusting connection with the co
participant. To begin the study, I had to find a willing and appropriate co-participant. I
formulated some of the characteristics I was looking for. These included: a teacher of
middle years, grades 5, 6, 7, 8; an experienced teacher, not a beginning teacher
(beginning teacher concerns might dominate interaction with students and with myself); a
teacher already interested in addressing social justice issues.
The excerpt below, from my narrative of the research process, describes the
process of gaining access and setting up the research relationship.
I was confident that my connections to teachers through my teaching in Open
Fields School Division (OFSD) and service with the professional association
would facilitate finding someone to work with. This proved to be a reasonable
assumption and my co-participant, Nora Brown, agreed to be part of the project
after our initial meeting on September 23, 2004 I confirmed with her the next
day. Knowing we were both agreed on the basic contours of my presence in her
class was very satisfying. At the same time, I understand that it is only a rough
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map, and not at all the territory of the experience we will share.
(RN September 27, 2004)
Nora Brown, Teacher Room 1
Nora Brown was beginning her fourth year of full-time teaching in grade six that
September and had spent a few years substituting before that. She met my criteria of
being experienced, although some part of me had imagined I would be working with a
teacher more like myself in age and experience. I thought that similarity would foster a
more equal partnership. Nora Brown and I share some experiences. Like me, Nora Brown
is white, middle class, a parent in a joint custody arrangement and became a classroom
teacher in her early thirties.
Nora Brown never uttered the words “social justice” or “equity” when we spoke
in our first meeting, yet she understood and responded with examples from her
experience to the issues I introduced. Again, this did not fit my image of whom I would
work with. I had wanted someone who shared my conceptual vocabulary to an extent.
What Nora shared was an understanding and experience of how students experience
inequity. She was also somewhat interested and willing to engage in the project. It felt
right, as I wrote in my field notes:
I realized after the meeting, that I had not pursued her understanding of social
justice issues at all, and had barely referenced mine. Yet from her story of her last
year’s class, I knew we had a shared understanding of what I was looking for in
my field study. I am not sure how direct I want or need to be at this point. I also
know that the sense of understanding each other came not just from the meeting
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but from having worked in the same school for two years. (RN September, 27,
2004)
Choosing to work with Nora Brown dictated who the other twenty-one central
participants would be, as well as other secondary participants.
Students o f Room 1
Students were selected on the basis of being in Nora Brown’s class. No student
was excluded unless the student and/or the parent/guardian refused on the IRB assent and
consent forms. At the outset, Nora Brown introduced me and explained to the students
that I was from a university and was studying about middle years students. Assent forms
for students and a letter informing parents/guardians and asking for their consent were
distributed (see Appendix A). The letters identified my interest in diversity. I also
discussed my work with individual students whenever they asked about it. Two students,
one male and one female, did not consent to be part of the study and therefore were not
written up as individuals nor interviewed, although they understood they were still part of
the class being studied.
At the end of the study there were twenty four students in the class. There had
been twenty-one in September but three more transferred in just after Winter Break. Of
those, two agreed to participate and one did not. Parents/guardians and students signed
the forms. Twelve students were male and twelve female. Most students were white.
There were two aboriginal students, one Asian and one South-Asian. Several students are
Ukrainian-Catholic, celebrating holidays on the Orthodox calendar. One student
identified herself as Polish; her parents had immigrated to Canada. The rest of the class
was not identifiable as belonging to a particular ethnic or religious affiliation, nor had
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they identified themselves as other than generically Canadian. Nor had any student
identified others by race, ethnicity or religion in my hearing, except in the discussion of
Ukrainian Christmas.
Grade Six is these students’ first year in the school, in middle school. Although
some may have attended the same feeder elementary schools or played community sports
together, all began a new year in a new setting. This particular group of grade sixes had
been identified by their teacher and several other teachers as being a very “good” group.
The milieu was remarkably focused and friendly. Students supported each other’s work
and had fun in school and with the teacher. When we first met, Nora had expressed
concern that the students were so good that I would not have material for the study.
Several times she supposed that I should have done this study with her previous year’s
class where there were many troubled, needy kids. I too had some doubts, initially. How
could I gather data on how kids notice difference if they were always nice and did not
like to differ?
These students even looked similar. They were young looking grade sixes, only
one of the boys had started to get tall and bulky. A few of the girls were tall and maturing
physically, but they wore little or no makeup and dress was very basic for both males and
females. Jeans and track pants, fleece, tee shirts or sports’ tops were worn by both
genders. Occasionally, boys wore short sleeved shirts with collars; girls wore “feminine”
sweaters. There was little visible desire to individuate or make a fashion statement of any
kind. Rather, it looked like a Sears catalogue page. However, as I spent more time with
the class, these surface similarities were less notable and individuals emerged. Certain
students are more present in the text than others, mostly because they were more vocal
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both in class interactions and in conversations with me. I was also more drawn to certain
individuals.
Other Staff and Students
Orion Middle School teams teachers of the same grade who usually share two
classes. Each teacher works with both classes, but has their own homeroom class, which
they spend a little more time with. Nora Brown taught social studies, spelling and art to
both grade six classes. For her homeroom, she taught language arts, math and an activitybased course for non-band students as well. Her homeroom class did Science and French
with her teaching partner, Mr. Grey. Although this study was focused on the interaction
between Nora Brown and her homeroom class, Room 1, inevitably I also sometimes
observed her working with Mr. Grey’s class, Room 2. Mr. Grey visited in Room 1
occasionally, but he was present even when not physically there, as a reference point for
where students come and go.
Nora Brown was a cooperating teacher for a student teacher in her final year of
education, Sherri Rose. Ms. Rose was at Orion for the first week of the school year, then
for two five-week blocks in the late fall and in February and March. A para-professional
working with a male student in Room 2 was present when that class was in the room. The
resource teacher visited the class often, but mostly pulled students out to work with her.
Some were sent to her regularly. In addition, there were a few grade seven students from
Nora Brown’s last year’s class who were frequent visitors to Room 1, sometimes working
on their assignments in the room. The regulars among them are referred to as Vusi and
Tony. Occasionally high school students volunteered in Room 1. Nora told me she never
refused an extra body that could help.
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Research Relationship
Why Nora chose to participate in this research project was not apparent to me at
the time. Although it was clear she was interested, I could not say why and neither did
she. In turn, if asked, Nora might have said that I was not very clear about why I was
doing this research. In the first weeks she often asked me if I was “getting what I wanted”
from the visits. In those early weeks I would explain that although I had a sense of
direction and some assumptions, I needed to put them aside for the time being and
observe without knowing (or stating) what I was looking for.
The importance of building trust and rapport in the initial stages of the study
(Janesick, 1994) was clear from other research projects I had participated in. Nora and I
had more than a passing acquaintance; we had taught in the same school for a year. A
basic understanding and trust existed. However, that trust had to be re-formed in the
context of the research relationship where I was an observer in her class.
I recognize that it is my primary responsibility to maintain the research and the
research relationship and her responsibility is to her class. Nora was clear about
the boundaries of her time/availability, which was a good starting point. I
affirmed my presence as an active participant, not a removed observer. I also
acknowledged how I would have to become acquainted with her approach and the
students and that, at times; I would have to be detached. Although our meeting at
lunch was rushed, as most will be, squished between her warming up lunch in the
microwave, talking to colleagues, and catching her breath, we did focus and
communicate clearly and that was reassuring. Nora also recognized that we

41

needed to meet away from the staff room, another good setting of boundaries.
(RN September 27, 2004)
The issue of judging and being judged is part of the research relationship in a case
study of a teacher:
Today I made notes in my little book in class for the first time. Nora didn’t like it.
Nora (to Interviewer and Sherri): Feels like I’m being evaluated...
Sherri (student teacher): Now you know how I feel.
Nora: I’ve already done that, been judged.
[I tried to reassure that I was writing about the whole class, not just her, and
reminded her of the pseudonym and that it is not judging. But I need to talk to
her.]
(FN November 1, 2004)
My act of writing notes as she taught was disconcerting to Nora. In earlier visits I had
scribbled on the edges of papers, been less overt or was more obviously engaged with
students. Later, I would expand on these notes on my computer in the car. However, I
knew I had to be able to take notes overtly at times. I also had to negotiate that with Nora.
Lather (1991) states that reciprocity requires that the research design is negotiated and
there is “a mutual negotiation of meaning” (p. 59) between the researcher and the
participants.
In a case study, in addition to informed consent, the relationship between the
researcher and the participants needs attention on an ongoing basis. The researcher is
present, with permission, in the “home” of another. Monitoring each other’s comfort with
the relationship is important and needs to be built in from the beginning. Trust is built
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over time and takes conscious effort. The motives of the researcher may be unclear to
their host, even when shared. The boundaries of the relationship need to be respected.
Like any human relationship, the research relationship will fluctuate and change.
Over time, Nora became accustomed to my note taking. Soon she believed that I
was engaged with the whole process of teaching and learning in Room 1 and was not just
observing her. Nora also recognized how central she was in the case study relative to Ms.
Rose or to the students. Her presence was what made it possible, both the teaching and
learning and my study of it. She felt valued by the attention and we also enjoyed each
other’s company and got to know each other better than we had when we had taught
together. I joined her and other teachers for lunch outside the school occasionally. Over
time, I began to believe that her participation in the study was an expression of her desire
to articulate her teaching process and philosophy.
Location
A case study is bounded by its participants and also by its location in space and
time (Merriam, 1998). The research design of a field study must consider its location
from many perspectives, from its practicalities to its imaginative possibilities. Location
involves placement and also includes how one positions oneself within a place. I chose to
place myself at Room 1, from within a limited selection of choices. I then had to position
myself within that location with awareness of how my position affected the location.
Gaining entry to Nora Brown and Room 1 was connected to her location in Open
Fields School Division (OFSD) and Orion School:
Nora teaches grade six at Orion, a school where I had taught grade seven and
eight. Initially and even at the time of our meeting, I had concerns about doing the
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case study in a school setting where I had worked. I might be too close to my
participants, lack perspective. I was comfortable with other middle schools in
OFSD and had visited and left flyers [at those schools] in May, 2004. (RN
September 27, 20004)
Handing out flyers was less effective than making personal contacts, even in a school
division where I was known. I contacted colleagues. One whom I had taught with in a
couple of Orion schools recommended Nora Brown as a co-participant. After the meeting
and discussion with Nora and given there were no equally promising candidates at the
time, I decided to work with Nora and her class.
As I stated in my narrative above, I was concerned that my familiarity with the
setting would affect my perspective:
I believe the benefits of being in a familiar setting may outweigh the possible
limitations. Certainly access is easier, not just to my co-participant, but to other
staff and to students. ... This connected-ness is both an advantage and a
disadvantage. Field study requires some distance from the setting in order to
observe more clearly. I hope that my changed role and perspective will suffice in
supporting clarity. (RN September 27, 2004)
The benefits and limitations of my familiarity with setting emerged over the course of the
study. I did have some difficulty shifting into the role of researcher/visitor as opposed to
onsite practicing teacher. For example, in the first weeks, there was a temptation to
supervise the hall at break, rather than just walk through it. This soon dissipated, with a
sense of relief. By the end of the fieldwork, my vision had narrowed considerably from
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that of a classroom teacher. The hallway was my concern only if “my” participants were
moving through it (or if there were a fire drill).
Over time, I became closer to and not more distant from the participants.
However, my familiarity was with the site of my case study, not the site of my teaching
life. The field work experience had focused my observations and narrowed my
involvement. What was required was not a distancing objectivity, but rather the clarity of
paying attention to a particular range of people and interactions. As a classroom teacher, I
rarely had had that opportunity and I relished it. There were times I still wanted to be the
teacher, the person who builds the milieu, rather than someone dropping in and out of it,
and it was interesting to recognize my attachment to that role. My general sense of
comfort with the staff and my knowledge of the physical surroundings were beneficial
throughout in providing access and simplifying the tasks of conducting the observations.
The case study took place in a grade six classroom in a middle school of
approximately 300 students in grades six to eight. The school is part of Open Fields
School Division, one of six school divisions in a Canadian city of 600,000 with a diverse
population. Orion Middle School has approximately 300 students of whom half live
within walking distance and half are bussed. City policy is that students may attend
schools outside their catchment areas. The school population is multicultural; no one
ethnic group predominates, although people of color are a minority in many classrooms.
Many students’ parents are immigrants to Canada. Some students themselves are
immigrants and a few are refugees. Some students come from families who have lived in
Canada and in this neighborhood for several generations.
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The classroom is located in a portable added to the original school building which
had been built in the fifties, when this middle class residential neighborhood named
Flower Comers was just expanding. At that time this was an elementary school. It
became a middle school in the early nineties when OFSD moved away from the juniorhigh model. An extensive renovation of the building took place just a few years ago,
adding more classrooms and updating the decor. However, Room l ’s portable building
and an additional portable used for band and choral music continued to be used. Room 1
is attached to the main building and one does not leave the building to reach it. Unlike
other classrooms, Room 1 has no adjacent classrooms as it is not located off either main
hall, but has been added on to the existing structure. The teacher and the class are apart
from the rest of the building physically; although at breaks there was a flow in and out of
the main building and as stated above, Nora Brown encouraged visitors.
As it is a portable, Room 1 has its own door to outside, which Nora Brown used
to let students go out to play on the adjacent basketball hoop. The door opens onto the
school’s fenced playing field. Room 1 has another feature; twenty functioning and fairly
new computers with Internet access line each side of the class on trestle tables. The
former teacher in this room received a major grant on technology use which included the
computers. Sometimes students from other classes came in small groups to work on the
computers.
When I first visited the room, it was organized and tidy but almost devoid of
decoration. In a conversation months later, Nora explained that even those few decorative
objects had been given to her by students. Subsequently, I observed changing displays of
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student art work and social studies projects on the bulletin boards. Art projects were also
put up in the hall outside the class.
Location of a case study includes time as well as space. Spending nine months in
the class made it possible to participate in the rhythms of the school year, such as the
transition from bare walls to clutter; from short grade sixes to gawky almost-grade
sevens. Being there regularly became more important as Nora Brown and the class
integrated my presence. Generally, I was there twice a week. Choosing what time of day
and what subject to attend while balancing the school timetable with my work week was
difficult. Coming during social studies classes was valuable as curriculum content was
tied to social issues. However, the class timetable is often interrupted by middle school
events or student needs. Timing my observations for the best times to gather relevant data
was not always possible. Some observations were shorter. However by the end of the
school year, the field notes were substantial.
Interview Methods: Participants,
Access, and Location
My field work extended outside the location of the case study in order to include
the experiences of four educators. The interviews with those educators outside the case
study location provide additional perspective on locating social justice issues in middle
years classrooms. These interviews address the research problem of how a teacher’s
understanding of curriculum connects to their teaching about social justice issues. Four
teachers with an expressed interest in including social justice issues in the curriculum
were interviewed between May and June of 2005, using the questions in Appendix B as a
guideline. Nora Brown was interviewed twice in the course of the case study, using the
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format in Appendix B for the first interview. All questions were open-ended (Seidman,
1998). All interviewees were given the question outline in advance and all provided
informed consent (see Appendix A). All names of individuals are pseudonyms.
Access to the four teachers outside the case study, Constance Black, Kate Green,
Jim Gold and Dalia White, came directly or indirectly from one of the four, Constance
Black. I had met Ms. Black several years ago through the Teachers’ Society. At my
request, she had suggested possible teachers for co-participants in the case study.
Although none became the co-participant, some agreed to be interviewed. These
interviews took place in May and June of the 2005-6 school year, as I was completing
observations at Orion School. Two of the interviews took place at the end of the teachers’
working day in their classrooms. The third was in a neutral location and the interview
with Ms. Black, a principal, was in her office at the school, mid day. Ms. Black and Mr.
Gold were teachers with experience in addressing social justice issues in classrooms and
in facilitating professional development. Ms. Green and Ms. White were beginning
teachers who had identified these issues as a focus in their teaching.
Ms. Black and I first became acquainted as students at the Faculty of Education
and reconnected many years later through the Teachers’ Society. She had taught middle
school and then became an administrator. She had been vice-principal at a K-8 inner city
school. At the time of the interview she was principal of a K-6 inner city school. Ms.
Black was an experienced facilitator and had provided workshops on social justice issues
to teachers and communities.
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Mr. Gold had taught middle years students for six years and had facilitated
workshops on social justice issues for teachers and for beginning teacher groups. In the
past, he and I had developed and facilitated workshops as a team.
Ms. Green was recommended by a senior teacher whom Ms. Black had suggested
as a possible co-participant. The senior teacher was not willing to be a co-participant but
suggested Ms. Green, a new teacher in the junior-high. Ms. Green had emailed her
interest in being a co-participant in the fall of 2004. However, having decided I did not
want a beginning teacher as a co-participant, I informed her and asked if she would be
interested in doing an interview in the spring. When I contacted her in the spring, she
agreed to meet. Ms. Green appeared to be in her late twenties and was completing her
second year of teaching at a junior-high school in an affluent area. Her first degree was in
History and Political Science followed by an after-degree program in secondary
education.
Dalia White was also in her late twenties and was completing her first year of
teaching at the inner city school where Ms. Black was principal. Coincidentally, I had
known Ms. White when she was a middle years student. Like Ms. Green, Dalia White
had traveled extensively before starting teaching. She expressed a strong desire for her
students to experience the world outside the walls of the school. Ms. White had grown up
in the inner city and attended a French immersion inner city public school and then a
French immersion junior high in an affluent neighborhood of the same school division.
Ms. Green was teaching grade seven at the same junior-high that Ms. White had attended.
The two schools sometimes played competitive sports against each other. In their
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separate interviews both teachers identified their students as stereotyping the students
from the other school. Both discussed strategies they used to break down stereotypes.
Although Ms. Green attributed the stereotyping in part to parental influence, she
believed strongly that her students could learn to be more open-minded and more
empathetic. Ms. Black also affirmed that school was a place where learning respect of
others was important and possible. She also had a clear understanding of the community
her school was part of. The conversation with Mr. Gold was focused more on curriculum
than on students, as he was not teaching at that time. The immediacy of Ms. White and
Ms. Green’s discussion of curriculum was an interesting contrast to Mr. Gold. They
discussed curriculum in relation to their class. Ms. Black focused on broader curriculum
issues.
In Chapter IV, these differing approaches to curriculum will be compared with
Nora Brown’s approach, as interpreted from data from her interviews and from my
observations of her class. My interpretation of data from the interviews with the other
teachers does not include the sustained observations and relationship and observations I
experienced with Nora. However, the interpretation of those interviews outside the case
study is developed through the case study and through the literature in the layered process
described in Figure 1.
Data Collection
Erickson (1986) affirms that “substantive focus and intent” in data collection are
what shape the qualitative study. The most appropriate forms of data collection are those
congruent with the purpose of the study (Janesick, 1994). One purpose of this study was
to discover, through observing and discussing interactions in Room 1, how difference and
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equity are perceived, in order to learn about locating social justice issues in middle years
classes. The classroom observations and the interviews are the main sources of data for
the case study.
After meeting Institutional Review Board requirements and gaining permission
from the school board (district) to work with Nora Brown and her grade six class at Orion
Middle School, I began observations. Observing the interactions among students and
teacher was central to my data collection. The decision to be a participant-observer, not a
removed observer, resulted from the research problem, the setting of Orion School and
the narrative inquiry process. I was present in Room 1 for most of the school year,
spending two half-days a week there. Sometimes I just sat and observed, making notes.
At other times I talked to students about their work or helped them work. Sometimes I
chatted with people. Occasionally Nora Brown asked me to work with a group or an
individual. Once she had opened up that possibility, I sometimes volunteered for it. On
two occasions I led an activity with the whole class: once I did an art activity and once a
drama activity. My participation in the life of the class resembled the role of a competent
parent volunteer. The students did not perceive me as a teacher and I soon stopped
thinking of myself as a teacher. It seemed that Nora and her colleagues respected my role
as a researcher. Once she became accustomed to my presence and my note-taking, Nora
valued my visits and our conversations.
Field Notes
The data collected from participant observation were in the form of field notes
and my narrative of the research process. These were typed into computer files either
directly after the visit or within a few days. At first I barely used a notebook when I was
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in the class room, mostly scraps of paper instead, so as to be less obviously recording.
After a few weeks, I started using a small notebook I could slip into a pocket. Both
students and teachers became accustomed to my writing notes, although they
occasionally asked me about it. I would remind them I used pseudonyms in my writing
and many students asked what their pseudonym was. I emphasized to the students that I
was a learner, writing about the class to help me understand about teaching and learning.
Documents and Artifacts
Documents and artifacts collected include curriculum materials such as notes
from the board, worksheets, student work and selections from the social studies texts.
These support the field notes and some samples appear in this text. Data collection was
designed to build what Rossman and Rallis (2003) term “credibility” by providing
multiple sources of data.
Narrative of the Research Process
In addition to the field notes, documents and artifacts, I kept narratives or research
notes of the research process from the beginning. Erickson (1986) suggests a first person
account of the evolution of the inquiry before, during and after the fieldwork to monitor
the process. Such a narrative is integrated in the study as part of its reflexivity and is
present in the analysis and interpretation.
A reflexive aspect of data collection is accounting for how researcher presence
impacts the scene to greater or lesser degrees. The data may reflect the researcher’s
presence (Maxwell, 1996). Several weeks into my observations, there was a class
discussion in social studies which went to the heart of my research concerns. My field
notes record that Nora was introducing the reasons for exploration, including religion. In
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discussing religion there was a riff into bullying. In my narrative I ask: “How much (was
this) provoked by our conversation in period 7? Who can say?” (RN November 15,
2004). As the classroom observations continued and I learned more of Nora’s approach
and beliefs, I understood our November conversation less as an intervention into the
following class discussion and more as a contribution to it. Nora and I had spent her
preparation period, which occurred just before this November social studies class, talking
together. She had wanted to discuss the study from my point of view. My views on
difference and bullying had been shared. The narrative reflects my belief that our
conversation had filtered into her discussion with the class in the following social studies
period. If so, I was participating in the teaching and learning process, from a removed
position. Therefore, my understanding of the class had to include my understanding of
my own presence within that system whose boundaries now included me.
Inten’iew Process
Data collection will reflect the skill set of the researcher. My experience and
interest in narrative and interviewing were a factor in using those methods of data
collection. Open-ended interviews with Nora Brown, Sherri Rose and selected students
were taped for transcription (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988; Seidman, 1998)).
Unfortunately the tape of the interview with Ms. Rose was damaged and could not be
transcribed. The same interview process occurred with the teachers outside the case study
location, Constance Black, Jim Gold, Kate Green and Dalia White. I also made notes
during and after each of the interviews. Adult participants were given an opportunity to
review their own transcripts.
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The timeframe of the study permitted me to pursue questions that arose from the
observations in Room 1 during the interviews with Nora Brown and occasionally in
conversations before or after my visits. Questions which emerged from the analysis of
case study data could be addressed in the interviews with the four other teachers,
providing a layering of meaning. All the teachers’ commitment to their own learning and
to their students’ learning was evident in the interviews and I appreciated the openness of
our discussions. The data from these interviews are integrated with the interpretation of
the case study data and are also linked to the literature, as indicated in Figure 1: Differing
voices; different locations.
Data Analysis
The fieldwork provided two forms of data: the field notes from the case study
(FN) and the interview transcripts (IT) of Nora Brown, Constance Black, Jim Gold, Kate
Green and Dalia White and the students. The interview transcripts from the students are a
form somewhere between the field notes and the teacher transcripts. Like the field notes
they are focused on student perceptions of difference, but unlike the field notes they are a
direct response from the students to my prompts (see Appendix B). The transcripts of
Nora Brown’s interviews differ from the other teachers in that they are contextualized in
the ongoing research relationship and therefore have what Connelly and Clandinin (2003)
term a temporal aspect. As well, there was a qualitative difference between, on the one
hand, observing, participating in and discussing the work Nora Brown did from within
the location of Room 1 and, on the other hand, discussing their work with teachers whose
classrooms I had not observed. In my experience, hearing about teaching is different from
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witnessing it. My interpretation of Nora’s interview transcripts is grounded in the time
spent in her classroom.
My first research question was: What does the interaction among middle years
students and between middle years students and their teacher reveal about their
perceptions of difference and equity? The field notes were very relevant in exploring this
question as they described those interactions. The transcripts from the teacher and the
students extend and support those notes. Separated from the main text of field notes and
transcripts, were my ongoing narrative of questions, comments and responses to what I
observed.
The second research question was formulated in response to the literature and the
field work. Originally, I had been interested in how a teacher’s self- knowledge affected
teaching about social justice issues. That is, how did their reflection on their own social
position and biases affect their teaching of these issues? However, within the parameters
of this inquiry, I was not able to address the psychological aspect of participants’
experience. That is, what participants thought or felt was only available to me from what
they said or did. Therefore, I chose to focus on how a teacher’s expressed and implied
understanding of curriculum affected teaching about social justice issues. To pursue this
question required that I interview more than one teacher in order to have perspectives
beyond my own and Nora Brown’s. In working with those teachers’ transcripts, I
concentrated on the teachers’ narrative of their experiences and on the relation of those
experiences to their understanding of curriculum. I highlighted narrative which named
difference and located equity.
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My interest in language and behavior related to difference focused my listening
and recording of class and individual conversations. This is clearly an example of
Maxwell’s (1996) “sampling choices”. Being aware of those sampling choices in data
collection directs data analysis. Both data collection and analysis were guided by the
statement of Erickson’s found at the beginning of this chapter.
Analysis and Interpretation
Data analysis is part of the process of making meaning (Rossman & Rallis, 2003;
Wolcott, 1994). In a narrative inquiry, the individual narratives are meaning making for
the participants. The researcher/author is responsible for weaving the various narratives
together in the research text to construct collective meaning. Clandinin (1986) delineates
the research text as “the experience of the participants recalled through the reading and
analysis of the written documents (p. 29). Clandinin adds that the researcher’s personal
practical knowledge enhances the interpretation. My narrative of the research process
reflects my personal practical knowledge and is part of the ongoing analysis and
interpretation of participants’ experience.
Huberman and Miles (1994) suggest that interpretation is central in the process of
data analysis: “It is still unlikely that a researcher could write a case study from a
colleague’s field notes that would be plausibly similar to the original” (p. 428). Although
this process is intuitive and particular, there are general guidelines and specific strategies
which the individual researcher can adopt or adapt into the research design. The design of
a project is itself part of the process of analysis through the choices involved and the
reduction of data because of those choices (Huberman & Miles, 1994). Janesick’s (1994)
metaphor of the dance of research design resonates with the non-linear yet patterned or
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choreographed process involved. Data analysis is an ongoing process in a qualitative
study. It occurs as part of the research design, while collecting the data and after
collecting the data. My narrative of the research was an ongoing analytical process in this
study. Merriam (1998) stresses the importance of analysis being simultaneous to data
collection. The emergent design may require that data collection be modified based on its
analysis. An example from the case study of a choice based on ongoing analysis is when I
began to time my visits more closely to social studies classes in preference to other
subjects. Another example was how, over time, I became less interested in observing
Nora Brown working with her other class, Room 2. The early observations with Room 2
had helped me understand her teaching strategies. However, as I became more focused on
the interactions among and between Nora and her homeroom class, it was more
compelling to be present with that class. In addition, Room 1 was no longer simply a
class, but had become a group of individuals with whom I had a relationship.
Important aspects of the design of this inquiry which impact data analysis are the
inclusion of differing voices and the reflexivity of the narrative inquiry approach. Both
aspects are related to the research problem, how to locate social justice issues in middle
years classes. The inclusion of differing voices required that the process of analysis not
blur the boundaries of the various voices in the study in order to synthesize. That is the
collective meaning of the text should not shut out dissension or discomfort. This study is
written with many direct transcripts from the participants as part of the text. I am
responsible for the selection and placement of their words within the text. I recognize that
such selection and placement creates meanings within the context of this text.
Nonetheless, I believe I have been responsible to the participants’ meaning by listening
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and recording carefully. By acknowledging my own biases and how they might be
articulated through my analysis, I clarify my place within the text and among the
participants. Peer examinations and the narrative of my experience of developing and
conducting the study supported my reflexivity.
Phases o f the Analysis
The analysis process of this study had two phases. The first was the ongoing
analysis while in the field and the second phase was after the fieldwork was completed.
Ongoing analysis occurred through writing my narrative of the process, through
discussions with my advisor and colleagues and through consulting the literature. The
narrative can be understood as the journaling of my responses to what I observed,
including questions and associations. The narrative links the field notes to the research
interests and to the literature and also provides for reflection on the research process
itself.
In the second phase of the analysis, field notes had been coded and in addition
“critical incidents” (Newman, 1989) were explored. Although some preliminary coding
took place half-way through the case study, the full coding occurred after the fieldwork
was completed. Some transcripts were coded independently by my advisor. We then
discussed our separate coding to give perspective. Like the field notes, Nora Brown’s
interview transcripts were coded and analyzed for recurring categories and to find
themes. Nora Brown’s transcripts were included in the case study data. Transcripts from
the four teachers interviewed were initially considered a separate set of data. However,
analysis of these four transcripts and the case study data was reciprocal. The interviews
with educators outside the case study provided additional perspectives on locating social
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justice issues in middle years, which both complement and contrast the themes identified
in the case study. Figure 2 charts the data analysis from the case study into codes and
categories. Out of this process themes emerged, which shaped the broader analysis and
interpretation.
CODES

COLOR

CATEGORIES

Diversity: gender, ethnicity, religion
Being fair/ equity
Quality
Highlighting a student
Nora’s values
Tal k/conver sati on

orange
green
purple
blue
yellow
red

Issues
Issues
Relationship
Relationship
Relationship
Talk

Figure 2. Nora Brown’s Grade Six Class, Field Notes.
In Figure 3 below is a field note segment taken from my February 3, 2005
observation at Orion school. The segment includes a five-minute portion of the
afternoon’s observations, with an addendum of a conversation which occurred later that
afternoon. I found that conversation significant in relation to the earlier notes. The figure
is intended as a partial illustration of the coding and analysis of field notes. Coding case
study data was one layer of the analysis process.
The themes that emerged from these categories were: “Talk supports good
relationships” and “Talk can identify and explore social issues”. These themes are
indicative of the direction of teaching and learning in Room 1 as I perceived it. Within
this milieu, I was able to consider how students experience difference and equity. Nora
believed that students learn more when they are connected to their teacher in a trusting
relationship of mutual respect. This belief is not unusual; many teachers would espouse
such values. However, Nora’s beliefs were expressed in her work with Room 1 through
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the particulars of her subjectivity and in the context of her expressed desire to help her
students deal with the personal and social issues which might impede their growth. My
inteipretation was that Nora’s understanding of curriculum was limited to the formal

FIELD NOTE SEGMENT

CODE

CATEGORY

V and T last year’s students come to ‘visit’.
Nora: You have to listen (she is
her
class) T decides to leave.
NB: We’ll have more time next time you visit.
V remains, restless and touching her stuff although
HI not to.
She takes him to Xerox. Kids (grade sixes) are
working on assignment.

red color
highlights words
and phrases
related to
or
conversation

“talk” became a
category that
included
conversational
and
instructional
“talk”

H H fflH with

Nora: are you fighting with J. right now?
V: If he fights with me.
NB: What are you fighting about?
V: Later
NB asks him if he can fix the printer.
NB explains ( to me) that ||M ^ ^ [M H P lh e ir H i
^ ^ ^ H H H H H ^ H H ^ H sh e
him every day after school.
Later in the day Nora to K:
I am
to you more than to anyone else in the
class. Am I going to let you be here if it's like that?
K (with conviction): YES!

in the field notes
and Nora’s
interviews the
word “talk” was
repeated in many
sections
blue | ^ H B H
Student
yellow is for
Nora’s values.
Her words
suggest that she
does not value
the student
taking up an
unfair amount of
her time, taking
her away from
other students

Relationship
Nora’s actions
and words in
the segment as
a whole suggest
that she does
value this time
with K as it
builds their
relationship

Figure 3. Coding and Analysis of a Field Note Segment.
curriculum and that this complicated her performance of that desire to deal with
emotional and social issues.
As I became aware of “curriculum as complication” as an important category in
the Nora Brown transcripts, I reconsidered the perspectives of the four other teachers I
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had interviewed and the critical literature on curriculum in order to develop a more
meaningful interpretation. The transcripts made evident that there were very different
understandings of curriculum among the five teachers. How these particular teachers
understood curriculum in relation to locating social justice issues in their classrooms was
relevant to this study.
The themes “How talk supports good relationships” and “how talk can identify
and explore social issues” are explored in Chapter III which focuses on how difference
was experienced in Room 1. In addition to the transcripts and field notes, some samples
of students’ written assignments were analyzed to consider how students interpreted the
curriculum. During my observations, the students’ writing, drawings and artifacts were
often shared with me and these enriched my understanding of their learning, as the field
notes in Chapter III indicate.
The role of curriculum in relation to locating social justice issues is considered in
Chapter IV where the understanding of difference emerging from the study of Room 1 is
connected to the experiences of Ms. Black, Mr. Gold, Ms. Green and Ms. White and to
the literature. My interpretation of the case study and outside interviews together was
structured by the concept of curriculum and the notion of the intersection of individual
and social experience.
Through the analysis, the research question of how the interaction among middle
years students and between middle years students and their teacher reveals their
perceptions of difference and equity was linked to delineating the circumstances where
difference can be named and engaged with. For teachers with an interest in social justice
issues, locating those circumstances can be central to developing curriculum related to
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those issues. My assumption is that such naming and engagement is critical to the
educational process.
Validity
A variety of strategies is available to build validity into qualitative research
design. Lather (1991) posits that dialectical theory building prevents the imposing of a
theory on the data or on the participants. Lather’s injunction not to impose theory on the
data is a preliminary step in developing validity in the study. Lincoln and Denzin (1994)
suggest that the term “validity” may be limited and limiting in relation to qualitative
research, as it presupposes a positivist perspective at odds with poststructuralism and its
call for multiple voices and deconstruction of authority. A less positivist approach to
validity is to assess the study in relation to its own terms, rather than against an assumed
empirical reality: “Validity represents the always just out of reach, but answerable, claim
a text makes for its own authority” (Lincoln & Denzin, p.579). This claim is made for
internal validity.
In the case study at Orion Middle School, my collection and interpretation of the
data was to some extent, a function of my subjectivity, as described above. What governs
the credibility or validity of the work? Merriam (1998) suggests six strategies to enhance
internal validity: triangulation, member checks, long-term observation, peer examination,
participatory or collaborative modes of research and clarifying the researcher’s
assumptions and theoretical orientation. Triangulation involves multiple sources of data,
multiple methods of collecting data and may include multiple researchers. Collaborative
research provides for triangulation, as does action research. All these protect the study
from bias if all researchers support the clarifying of assumptions. If working
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independently, using peer examination of findings builds validity. Reflecting on the
process individually and with advisors and colleagues helps to uncover bias. Gathering
data over a period of time increases the validity. Member checks of data with participants
add dimension and accuracy.
This inquiry’s design is reflexive in structure. It is inclusive of participants’
voices and was based on informed consent. The grade six students may not have fully
comprehended what this inquiry was about; but they learned to trust my presence and
knew they were helping me to learn something about schools and how people treat each
other in schools and in the world. The study had several data sources. Observations and
interviews were the main data sources, in the form of field notes and transcripts. Texts
from the class provided additional data. The data was collected over a nine-month period.
Member checks of transcripts were made available and peer examinations were included
in the research process.
Merriam’s (1998) and Lather’s (1991) discussions of validity were the framework
for this study. Lather bases validity on: triangulation, the use of multiple data sources,
methods, and theoretical schemes; construct validity where theory is tested against the
logic of the data and can be revised accordingly; face validity, which involves checking
back with the research participants. In this study, face validity was limited to one
participant. The research relationship with Nora Brown allowed me to discuss my
observations of the class with her and her knowledge of the students added dimension to
those observations. We also discussed her teaching process and the research process.
Whose story is told in the case study? My intention was to tell the story of Room
1, writing from my perspective yet honoring theirs. How do researchers write themselves
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into the text (Wise & Fine, 2000) in such a manner that neither over authorizes their
presence nor intrudes on the co-participants? The following selection from the narrative
of my first visit to the classroom reveals how I negotiate my relation with Nora Brown,
the teacher and co-participant, and how I anticipate potential misunderstandings or
discomfort from my presence. I attempt to be explicit, to myself and to Nora, about the
impact of my presence.
After (her) class went to gym we talked briefly. Nora is busy with move (to a new
home), I am busy too and decided not to stay longer today due to gym and silent
reading is next and also it felt enough. Just being back in school was exhausting! I
asked if I could come back next week and she said I don’t have to let her know,
just come. I replied likely Mon and Thurs. I said (when I was teaching) I had
found it hard to have another adult there and she said she doesn’t feel like I am
judging her. I agreed I’m not. But she added that she is more aware of language.
[To Clarify (with Nora): That I am not looking at her structuring/or lack of
structuring - she mentioned that she is not always structured. That when I come
can be flexible but she can highlight good or bad times.] (FN with RN Oct. 18,
2004)
In an earlier field note, I had cautioned myself against being judgmental in order to be
open and to observe with freshness. I also recognized my tendency to jump to
conclusions or judgments. I understood how Nora could and would experience my
presence as judging, and how this could jeopardize our relationship and the authenticity
of interactions. Naming my presence and my difference was part of what permitted the
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relationship to grow. Nora was direct and clear about her experience of my presence and
of her needs in relation to it and that was critical to a respectful research relationship.
The research relationship with the other teachers interviewed was more
circumscribed. I met with each teacher only once after they had agreed to the interview.
The purpose of the interview was clear and it had a time limit. I was very appreciative of
their considered responses. I remember thinking at the time that the teachers really
wanted to talk about social justice in their work. Although my research relationship to
these four teachers was limited, our shared interest in how teaching for social justice can
work in middle years classes provided a strong connection.
The interpellation of one’s values, perspectives and feelings on the field of study
is problematic. However, the requirement for objectivity in qualitative research is also
problematic. Validity and objectivity are not identical. I believe that validity emerges
from an understanding and consideration of one’s subjectivity in relation to the study.
The researcher can be explicit about their presence, their connection or lack of connection
to the participants and can include their own voice. This explicit presence identifies the
researcher as part of the process.
I have stated that the assumption of this inquiry is that a pedagogy which names
and responds to difference in students’ identities and lives is critical to the educational
process. That assumption is related to the theoretical framework I participate in as a
researcher. In turn, that framework shaped the design of this study in such a way that I
was able to revise my assumptions in relation to the data and to the reflexive process.
When research is praxis and thus is focused on social change, the research method
must support respect for the co-participants. A research design which provides for this
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respect is a design which permits validity. Objectivity is not a test for such validity.
Rather the researcher hopes to present an account of human activity that acknowledges its
own bias in the attempt to render the experiences of others with the least bias.
Because representation cannot deliver what it promises, unmediated access to the
real, ethnographers must think of the categories of agency and voice beyond the
humanist assumptions of a self capable of transcending history or a self that can
somehow recover his or her authenticity from the unwieldy effects of discursive
regimes power and truth. (Britzman, 2000, p. 35)
The design of this study includes differing voices: the voices of the teacher,
students and other participants in the case study and the voices of the four teachers
interviewed. The voices from the literature challenge humanist assumptions of self and
make me aware of my reflexive voice. Layered together these voices speak of perceptions
of difference and equity as experienced in schools. Interpreting these perceptions may be
useful in considering how social justice issues can be located in middle years classes. In
turn, there may be implications for teacher education.
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CHAPTER III
LOCATING NARRATIVES: TALKING WITH ROOM 1
... classroom life is built up over time by the conversations that
take place between teachers and students and between students
and students. (Frank, 1999, p.48)
I spent many hours in Room 1 listening to others talk. Some part of me desired to
be the one who formed, interpreted and facilitated these textured conversations. It was
hard to choose to be inconspicuous in the classroom when I was accustomed to being
center-stage or at least being the person in charge of the stage. Still, it was constructive to
be centered on watching and listening to the life of a classroom rather than directing it.
The opportunity to observe another teacher at work over a school year was
compelling. As a public school teacher I had found it isolating to be the one adult in the
room for so much of my work day. I had often wished there was more possibility for
collaboration with other teachers; that other teachers’ classrooms were more open to me
and mine to theirs. My only sustained time in another teacher’s class, except for my days
as a student teacher, was when I had supervised student teachers over a seven-week
period. The time spent in Room 1 with Nora Brown and her grade six students was much
longer and very different from supervision. The purpose of being in Room 1 was not to
assess teaching but rather to observe teaching and learning with my research questions in
mind. At the same time, it was important not to let my research agenda impede my ability
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to observe without imposing pre-conceptions. I struggled to maintain a balance and my
narrative of the research process bears witness to this struggle. I had affirmed to Nora that
I was not there to judge her work with her students. However, I was not merely recording
or describing her work, the interaction in Rooml; I was interpreting its meaning in
relation to how difference and equity can be understood in a classroom. What I observed
was funneled through the lens of my research interests.
Although Nora and I had taught for two years at the same school, I had not been
in her classroom for more than few moments at any point in that time. Our rooms were at
opposite ends of the building; our students were in grade six and eight and we had only
peripheral social contact. Before gaining a full time position, Nora had been a substitute
in the school and in my class and I had some sense of her teaching style from that time.
Being in her room on a regular basis was a very different experience from sharing notes
with a substitute. Being in any classroom without “helping” the learning process was also
unfamiliar. As I began to observe in Room 1, much was common to my experience. The
familiar routines of middle school were present. Most importantly, Nora’s teaching style
was comfortable for me. It was comfortable because it was recognizable; that is, her style
was not too different from my own. An important commonality was an inquiry-based
approach to teaching and learning. That familiarity and the connection between Nora and
me had to be accounted for in the narrative constructed from the data.
In this chapter is my analysis of the data gathered in the case study. Throughout
the analysis, the research question of how the interaction among middle years students
and between middle years students and their teacher reveals their perceptions of
difference and equity was linked to delineating the circumstances where difference can be
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named and engaged with. My assumption is that such naming and engagement is critical
to the educational process. This analysis is constructed from my experience as a
participant observer, from my studies and from my life experience, both professional and
personal. I am drawn to Lather’s position that the researcher inscribes rather than
describes (as cited in Denzin, 1995). This text or inscription is a version of experiences
recorded through an interpretive framework and embedded in a sociocultural context.
The first part of the analysis of the case study is structured around the theme of
“talk supports good relationships” that emerged from the teacher’s discourse. In the
second part of the analysis, I examine the theme “talk can identify and explore social
issues” and consider how talk is utilized to work with social issues in social studies
classes in Room 1. “Talk” was a term Nora Brown used frequently and it was reiterated
regularly in three of the other interviews. It most often refers to talking with students, to
dialogue. The themes are analyzed with reference to the research problem of exploring
how students and teacher perceive difference and equity. Some of the incidents described
in the field notes highlight perceptions of difference and equity and suggest how those
perceptions are communicated and challenged. Many were selected from social studies
classes where the curriculum invited discussion of these issues. In the last section, the
focus is on student perspectives on difference developed from interviews, leading to a
consideration of degrees of difference.
Talk Supports Good Relationships
The themes “Talk supports good relationships” and “Talk can identify and
explore social issues”, together are indicative of the direction of teaching and learning in
Room 1 as I perceived it.
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Nora’s response to her student teacher, Sherri’s, concerns about material and
curricula was that relationship with students was primary. Nora recalled the
former principal, John Peters, helping her to understand that. She and I gave
examples from our classes. I think Sherri wanted this conversation.
One of my examples was the student telling me to F-OFF. Sherri asked what you
do. Nora replied: “Ask them what they are so angry about.” In other words: Don’t
take it personally. Sherri did not think she could do that. I said I was getting better
at it, but was not as good as Nora. (FN Feb. 7, 20005)
[This statement is very revealing of Nora’s approach.] (RN Feb. 7, 2005)
After spending nine months in Nora Brown’s grade six classroom as a
participant/observer, absorbed in the daily functioning of the class, it was intriguing to
step back from my field notes and look at what happened holistically, before analyzing
the particular events. The place to locate such a holistic description is Nora’s relationship
with her students, as a reflection of her understanding of the teaching and learning
process. The observations and conversations with Nora affirmed that relationship is
primary in her practice. The relationships with students are expressed through deeds and
in words, a process I have labeled “interaction”. As the excerpt above indicates, for Nora
Brown the relationship with the student is about meeting the student’s needs, in this case
by not taking the student’s anger personally. To do this, the teacher’s sense of self worth
needs to be strong.
Relationship in Nora Brown’s Practice
Through listening to Nora, I came to understand “teaching is building
relationships” as her central metaphor. Connelly and Clandinin (1988) suggest teachers
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listen to our own and others’ speech to identify metaphors of teaching. These metaphors
are understood both to shape and express our experience and our practice. After
examining relationship as a central metaphor for of Nora Brown’s practice, I will be able
to explore how difference is understood within those relationships. How to consider the
relationship of students and teacher in this particular location? It must begin with the
teacher, Nora Brown, who created the milieu and was responsible for maintaining and
adapting it. Structurally, the teacher, not the students, is dominant. The extent to which
this dominance is played out in interaction may itself be a reflection of how difference is
understood, in this instance how power differences are expressed and experienced. In this
case study, the teacher was also the co-participant and therefore directly discussed her
teaching process with me; while the 11 year old students did not discuss their learning
process as regularly or as self-reflectively. Nora Brown’s narrative is more directly
present than the students. However, that narrative is embedded in her work with the
students.
Although Nora Brown expressed self-doubt in discussing her work and her
teaching style, she presented as self-assured and in control in the classroom. Nora was
calm, did not like to raise her voice and rarely did so. She was firm but engaging, not
distant. She could be playful and was sometimes moody. She would refer to her mood in
the class, but only lightly: “I’m a bit tired today” or “It’s a hard week”.
When Nora responded to students’ negative behavior, it was more often framed as
an expectation of them, not as a personal affront, although sometimes her feelings were
part of the response: “I’m a bit disappointed (in test scores) considering you got it
(questions) ahead” (FN Jan. 28, 2005). With her homeroom class, conflict and mediation
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between students and teacher rarely occurred. This was not the case with Room 2, where
discussions of behavior and homework were ongoing. With both groups, Nora
maintained an even, respectful tone and clear expectations. Within that given, there were
times when she was irritated and upset. Consequences for poor work habits included
notes to parents in agendas and staying in at lunch to complete work. Misbehavior
sometimes resulted in being sent out of the room to the hall. Some students were allowed
to return when they felt ready; others had to wait to be called in. Often Nora would go out
later to talk with the student. In general, Nora Brown maintained authority while engaged
with students in a mutually respectful relationship.
My presence as an observer must have affected both students and teacher;
however, I do not believe any dramatic difference in the milieu resulted from my visits.
In June, one student told me it was always “quieter” when I came to class. When I first
arrived, my presence was experienced as that of an outsider. I believe that as the year
went on, my presence was more integrated and I became a secondary adult in the room;
such presence supports a sense of order (as in, Big Brother is watching you but through
rose colored glasses). I was never fully integrated into the landscape of the classroom,
partly because my role was never defined in such a way. Although certain students would
greet me warmly when I arrived, if I were away for a week, I do not think I was missed.
Nora did not depend on my presence the way she would depend on a paraprofessional
who came twice a week. She did not expect me to do any specific tasks, but I believe she
valued me being there, both for the students and for her. Nora would welcome to the
room anyone who could help the students.
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Nora valued relationships as a structure for teaching and learning. This value
might translate into a belief that the more relationships possible, the greater is the
opportunity to teach and learn. Thus Nora would accept the presence, on little notice, of a
paraprofessional whose special needs student is absent for the day. She will also seek out
what that person can offer to her students - patience, math skills or an understanding of
aboriginal culture. Nora had brought one of the school’s paraprofessionals into Room 1 in
September (before I began) to teach about Aboriginal culture. I believe Nora’s interest in
my research project was in part an interest in having someone else in the room to relate to
students. I believe another part of her interest was in the research relationship itself, in the
opportunity to discuss and reflect on her teaching. Nora’s decision to participate in the
project, to let me in, speaks to her interest in learning about teaching in general and her
own teaching in particular. In our dialogue, I experienced both her openness and
defensiveness which I connected to her strength and to her self questioning.
“You’ll know in different ways. There’s not one way to know” (Nora Brown, to
her class, FN January 24, 2005). The field notes demonstrate Nora’s commitment to
inquiry-based learning and her transactional teaching style, both of which are congruent
with her belief in learning through relationships. Although Nora believes that all students
benefit from learning this way, she thinks that students who have not had stable
relationships in their home life can benefit greatly from a supporting relationship with
their teacher. Nora is drawn to students she describes as “behavior ones”, as angry or
needy.
Even within this grade six class of balanced, “good” kids, there was closeness
between Nora and Kip and Tim, two students whom I had identified as needy and acting
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out on my first observation (FN, October 18, 2004) and whom Nora also identified as
difficult. Both boys matured over the year and were integrated socially and producing
good work. I witnessed how their need for attention had been met with humor and that
they felt valued in the relationship to their teacher. On the other hand, Mark, a different
kind of outcast, was protected by Nora, but he was not close to her. Like any teacher,
Nora related more to some individuals than others. She wanted all her students to feel
safe and protected, but connected to them based on affinity as well as responsibility.
Mark’s dependence was not attractive to Nora. She stated that she found his need for
praise trying. In contrast, Tim’s cocky willfulness, though disruptive at times, resonated
with Nora’s belief in and performance of self-reliance. From our conversations, I infer
that self-reliance is produced through her family and life experience as a reflection of
cultural values.
Nora’s belief in self-reliance balances her focus on relationship. I am convinced
that her working with and through these two values in her teaching produced the calm
and warm milieu which distinguished it. For Nora, an underlying value is that students
become “self-directed” (FN Jan. 19, 2005). I think that Maslow’s term “selfactualization” could also express what Nora’s teaching is directed to. Although these
terms are psychological, the teaching and learning process in Room 1 was focused on the
social as much or more than on the interpersonal. That is, as much as Nora Brown valued
the teacher/student relationship, she was also aware of the social world her students were
part of.
Reflecting back on the time spent in Room 1, certain images reoccur: students’
heads clustered together over their work; students transitioning to Mr. Grey’s room in a
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flow of conversation and a clutching of books; Nora striding into the room and not
needing to call it to order, it falls into place. The direction of the class appeared almost
effortless, but this milieu, this social world, was carefully constructed.
Ways o f Talking; Ways o f Relating
The first research question asks how the interactions of students and teacher and
of students and students reveal perceptions of difference and equity. These interactions
happen within the milieu the teacher establishes and in spite of it (Gershman, 2004). The
following portion of my analysis will concentrate on how “talk” structures the analysis of
the interactions. Talk is linked closely to relationships in Nora Brown’s discourse.
Nora: Yeah, my problem is letting go. Sometimes I have these deep relationships
with these kids and they are still really dependent on me and even their teachers
come to me. And what do I do? And like Gerry (the vice principal) said: You
can’t save the world; you can’t save this kid. And I say, “I think I can” (laughter).
Still, I don’t believe him yet. As long as they are still talking to me, I think I am
making positive changes, you know what I mean? Like I haven’t lost them yet.
Interviewer: And what do you mean about not being able to let go?
Nora: I don’t know, I don’t know- letting the next teacher kind of take off where I
left it, kind of thing. I’m still making sure that I go and- if I don’t see them in a
day, I’ll make a point of making sure I go and talk to them. One of them I drive
home and so that’s when we get our talking in. (IT, Nov. 18, 2004)
“Talk” is thematic in Nora Brown’s discourse and is vital in her teaching.
Relationships with her students are crucial and are established through talk. She says of
former students who come to visit her: “...we still talk and the relationship continues”
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(IT , Nov. 18.2004). Although talking to build relationships is central, talk has many
different functions in Nora Brown’s classroom. These functions include: talking to share
information, talking to explain, talk that develops inquiry, talk to support and encourage,
talk to think things through, both individually and as a group, and talk about how to talk.
Talk to Share Information
Talking to share information is ongoing and found in all educational settings. It
includes reminders about notices home and directions as well as instructions: Nora:
“Please don’t work on Unit 10 (in spelling) because you need to concentrate on Unit
9” (FN Nov. 29, 2004). In my comments to this note, I wrote: “teacher-talk understood”.
In that same spelling lesson, Kip corrected Nora Brown for writing ‘Lesson 10’ not ‘Unit
10’ on the board. Kids need a sense of order and teacher-talk sustains it. This particular
way of sharing information, that I term teacher-talk, is contextual and develops over time.
The individual teacher’s style of communicating, if predictable, supports the process of
keeping twenty to thirty students on the same metaphoric page. Nora’s style of sharing
information is calm and matter of fact, low key yet positive and affirming.
Talk to Explain
Talking to explain is fundamental to teaching. Nora Brown explained many
things, for example how to structure a paragraph, how to estimate percentages, how to
find a location on a map. I had difficulty finding specific examples of this kind of talk in
the field notes. I recorded it less because explanation interests me less than the other
kinds of teaching. The general descriptions in my notes reference her explaining things.
However, the specific language I recorded was not the language of explanation but was
more often the language of inquiry.
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Talk to Inquire
Nora affirms students gain insight and knowledge through guided conversations
(Mercer, 1997; Applebee,1994) where the teacher does not give “too much information”
and “can sort of moderate it maybe or put out questions for them to think about”
(IT April 25, 2005). These conversations allow students to explore other points of view
and express their concerns. Of particular interest to me was how these conversations
became a means to address issues of poverty and substance abuse, of bullying and of
racial, religious and cultural differences. All of these issues were raised at various points
in the school year. Nora considers the conversations about these issues valuable, but she
does not fully consider them part of the curriculum.
Interviewer: And do you think that any part of the Social Studies curriculum is
asking you or helping you to take up these issues or getting in the way of it?
Nora: I think it definitely helps. Well, the way that I do it. I think if you try and
stick to it, if you try and do it by a timeline kind of thing, it is very difficult to get
into these conversations with kids if you try to stick to it [the curriculum] and get
it done because it’s huge, but clearly you’ve seen I don’t do that [stick to it].
Interviewer: Yes.
Nora: Very often I’ll have a page or something we are doing in the book and
somehow we’ll get off into something and we’ll wind up going completely off
course,
but the kids are interested and very often it has something to do with races or
culture things ... (IT April 25, 2005)
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As I transcribed this interview, I wondered why Nora still thought these
conversations are off course, i.e. off the curriculum, and why she believed that they
happen by “somehow” and not by her intent. She did not seem to recognize that she
valued them and deliberately made space for them in her “timeline”. Why did Nora
Brown not consider discussions of these issues as curriculum, when she obviously valued
them? She had mandated such discussions as necessary and important for students. Why
then, are they “off the page”? An important question is what permitted her to do the work
on these issues, which work was clearly demonstrated in the field notes, despite her
perception of them as not being on the curriculum? These questions will be taken up in
the discussion of social studies classes and in the interpretation.
In Nora’s practice, talking is a way of knowing because it is structured for inquiry
and for developing and sharing perspectives: “Trying to get them a platform to think
about it or see what their own views really are. You need to teach yourself to make it safe
for them to do that and if there’s contrasting views and that’s okay” (IT, April 25, 2005).
Talk About How to Talk
Nora took the time to set up a process for discussion and dialogue because she
valued it. I have called this “talk about how to talk”. Nora shared the process with
students: “Now we get to talk as a class, not just as you and I.... I’m going to go over the
rules of a class discussion- again. Same as in September. In this class people put up their
hands, so please don’t shout out the answers” (FN Jan. 24, 2005, with Room 2). Nora
tells the class they are going over the process “again” and in that same class period
stopped the lesson and returned to the discussion of process. Generally, Room 2 was
more disruptive than Room 1 and there was more need to review the rules with this
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group. Nora made an important distinction between talking as a class and talking as
individuals. This is just one example of how she teaches students to be aware of context.
Nora sets up a process for group work with both classes as well. She creates a
structure to encourage participation and acknowledges that different people participate in
different ways.
Nora came back to the room to reiterate instructions (for the social studies group
projects). The focus was planning (the projects) not doing (them). After, she and I
talked about the groups. She emphasized letting them figure out the group
dynamic and then later that morning spoke to the class as a whole about group
process. She told them that if someone is not working, not to “ get in a fight about
it” , but to let it go, as her evaluation will pick it up later and they will evaluate
each other. However, she added that if a person is “shy” as opposed to “lazy”, that
person should speak to her and she would join the group to help figure out a way
to participate. Nora also advised groups they could separate out work based on
“talents”. Later she added that boys and girls could work separately or together
given the structure of the project.
[It seems to me that Nora has a definite leaning towards self-monitoring and
therefore the teacher steps back.] (FN with RN Jan. 7, 2005.)
Talk to Support
For Nora Brown, talk is more than a path to producing knowledge; it also is used
to support student learning:
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Period 1, Math: Students are working on %. Nora has drawn number lines on the
whiteboard. Students are placing % points on the lines relative to what is already
there. When called up, Karen is unsure.
Nora: I won’t let you embarrass yourself.
(Nora is protective of kids, understands the fear of looking bad)
Nora to Kip a few moments later: You know it’s not X but you can’t say exactly
why. (Her language supports what they can do, builds on i t ...)
The whole class breathes out at the end of math; it was hard work. (FN Jan. 24,
2005)
Talk to support and encourage is more than words; it is tone and stance. There is
the tone of the moments of speaking and there is also the underlying tone Nora has
developed of respect, good humor and calm. Students experience being listened to
carefully by their teacher. This supports their learning. In a strong and healthy class like
this year’s homeroom, Nora’s approach supports the learning of the class as a whole, as
well as of individuals. This was not always the case:
Nora: ... and I guess my biggest fault - cause that’s what I noticed last year, cause
I had so many of those [sad and needy] kids last year and I was so “ I’m going to
change their lives and make everything right for them” - but you have to
remember that you have other kids too. Like trying to separate your time out and
try and reach all of them and that’s sort of a balancing act. And I don’t think I did
as well as I probably should have last year. I don’t know.
Interviewer: The balancing act?
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Nora: I kind of got consumed with that. There’s just so much, sad and needy and
some - it went ok but I don’t know. You can’t see it from the outside I guess,
when you’re in it that deep. But now that I reflect upon it, I should have probably
been touching the other kids a bit more. (IT, Nov. 18, 2004.)
Nora’s words suggest she listened so closely to those needy, sad kids that she missed
connecting to others. Although there is some regret, Nora affirms the time and attention
given to the needy ones and goes on to say that she felt she “did actually make a
difference” for those kids. I identified with Nora’s concerns around balancing needs in
the classroom and reaching out to the lost ones. It is interesting that “talk” has been
replaced in this reflection by “touch”. I wonder if “talk” is a convention that subsumes
“touch’. Given the limitations on touching that today’s teachers experience, “touch” as a
metaphor of relationship could be uncomfortable.
Talking With Individuals
Talking things through with kids is another form of talk important to Nora.
This kind of talk helps them to work through their anger and to negotiate social settings,
as in the field note sample below:
Vusi and Tony, who are last year’s students, come to visit in Room 1.
Nora (to Vusi and Tony): You have to listen (she is instructing her class).
Tony decides to leave. Nora (as he leaves): We’ll have more time next time you
visit.
Vusi remains, restless and touching her stuff, although told not to.
Nora takes him with her to Xerox. The kids (grade sixes) are working on
assignment.
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Nora returns to the room with Vusi. Conversation:
Nora: are you fighting with John right now?
Vusi: If he fights with me.
Nora: What are you fighting about?
Vusi: Later.
Nora asks Vusi if he can fix the printer. Nora explains to me that Vusi and she
have their own language when they drive home at night. She drives him every day
after school.
Later in the afternoon, Nora to Vusi (firmly): I am talking to you more than to
anyone else in the class. Am I going to let you be here if it’s like that?
Vusi (with conviction): YES!
[Vusi is affirming that Nora Brown is loyal to the relationship.] (FN with RN Feb.
7, 2005)
The last exchange is very telling. Over time, Nora Brown had demonstrated to her
students that the amount-of-time-talked-to is indicative of being valued. In this moment,
she is wants to demonstrate that there are limits, that is, if she has to keep talking or
attending to Vusi, then he is taking up an unfair amount of teacher-time. Vusi hears her
warning but affirms that their connection goes beyond that. Nora is again managing a
balancing act between Vusi’s individual needs and the needs of Room 1. Vusi is a
refugee and his needs must be high for Nora to drive him home daily and for them to
have forged their own language. Room 1 students were accustomed to and accepting of
the presence of Vusi and other former students in their class. These particular former
students were part of the fabric of the class and occasionally helped the younger students
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or socialized with them. The students in the class appeared to understand that some
students needed more time and attention than others.
In the relationship with these needy students, I understood Nora to be modeling
engaging with difference to create equity. Nora Brown’s inclusion of former students
with the current group of students was important to her. In both interviews and
conversations she referenced this inclusion. For her, that such students continued to visit
and get support from her was evidence of building strong, meaningful relationships.
Talking in groups.
Talking things through occurred in groups as well as with individuals. Like class
discussions for the purpose of producing content related knowledge, these discussions of
issues need to be carefully constructed. In the second interview Nora discussed how
talking through issues with middle years students in groups is about working with what
they bring from their lives into the classroom: “I think all this is good, especially for
middle school kids. They come with these interests and these things they want to talk
about.” (IT April 25, 2005)
Nora affirms that these group discussions of issues, what Applebee (1994) would
term significant conversations, are possible when the teacher constructs a culture that
supports it.
Interviewer: You want to give them a place to talk about it.
Nora: And now I am getting good at setting up the culture in my room and
everything. The atmosphere in my room (is one where) I stress a lot about
respecting, about not judging each other, about it being a safe place and it is not
going outside the room when we have these discussions.
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Interviewer: OK.
Nora: It is quite set up to be that and that is why kids feel comfortable talking.
And they also feel protected because if something does go out or if someone in
another class is bugging them, they know I follow it up immediately. They tell me
and I’ll go and it gets resolved. I’m really good at it. I feel I am very good at
making them sure they feel protected and safe and keeping that communication
going. And I say, okay we’ll deal with that at three (the end of the school day).
(IT April 25, 2005)
I asked Nora what else she did to create that culture of safety and she spoke of the
importance of identifying bullying behavior and condemning the behavior without
condemning the person. She also spoke of demonstrating empathy with the victim.
Nora. Any time there is any kind of bullying, the littlest bit where a kid might just
snicker at an answer that some one gives, like just jumping on it then and not it is
real bad, you’re an awful person for doing it, but just identifying it. Every single
time it happens and dealing with it on the spot. Trying to get a sense of empathy
in them. Like the other day when a student didn’t want to let someone in his
group or whatever, so I made them think about “Has anyone else ever been in a
group where they didn’t want them to be in?”
Interviewer: Yeah I remember that.
Nora: Taking 5 minutes and getting everyone to empathize with the victim a little
bit. Telling them what to do, rather than “just don’t do that”, and moving on from
there. Like the whole class comes to a stop and we talk about feelings, about it.
(IT April 25, 2005)
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I observed Nora bringing the class to such a “stop” several times. This taking time to
build empathy is when talk and action become closely linked and when teaching for
social justice pre-empts other kinds of teaching. It builds a culture.
The work I witnessed Nora doing with the grade six classes, her homeroom and
Room 2 to a lesser extent, was congruent with the beliefs in respect and empathy
expressed in the interviews above. Her creation of a culture where discussion and diverse
opinions can occur grew from her deliberate and consistent listening to and sharing of
ideas. She encouraged questions and the expression of feelings. She demonstrated this as
well. She considered issues from different perspectives and her curriculum choices
reflected that. Students felt safe because they could trust her to listen and to consider their
feelings. They knew she was reliable and would follow up on problems among them or
with others in the school.
By building relationships and understanding though differing ways of talking,
Nora Brown constructed a milieu where naming differences and discussing equity could
take place, could be located. The occasions to name difference and to discuss what is fair
occurred across subject areas. However, my analysis focused on social studies classes
where the formal curriculum in the hands of this particular teacher invited work with
social justice issues.
Talking Through Issues Together in Social Studies
Talk was central to Nora Brown’s pedagogy and guided conversations to discuss
social and personal issues in a group setting were an ongoing activity in her class. I
experienced these conversations as teaching social justice issues, even though Nora did
not use that term, but instead spoke of personal and social issues. The talks often
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occurred during social studies classes and an analysis of how they functioned will occur
in the context of those classes.
Before pursuing the analysis of those guided conversations, it is important to
consider the disjuncture I refer to above between my experience and Nora’s. Nora did not
name her teaching as teaching for social justice. However, her focus on issues - personal
issues such as maintaining aboriginal identity and social issues such as power relations in
Canadian history - was a focus I consider necessary but not sufficient for teaching about
social justice issues. My naming these guided conversations as being about social justice
issues is produced through my teaching identity and my theoretical orientation. Like me,
the teachers whom I interviewed outside the case study, identified themselves and were
identified by others as having a theoretical orientation to social justice issues that was
expressed in their practice. Nora did not have such a theoretical orientation. She did have
social concerns that extended beyond “rescuing” or caring for individual students and she
perceived those individual students in relation to their social context. One purpose of this
inquiry is to probe the problems and consider the supports for teachers like Nora who
direct themselves towards dealing with difference and building equity through curriculum
choices.
In choosing the social studies classes as a focus for analysis of how interactions
reveal perceptions of difference and equity and what those interactions reveal about
teaching for change, I am not focusing on the social studies curriculum or on how Nora
Brown communicated that curriculum. Rather the focus is on how the curriculum or
content was utilized to explore issues Nora Brown found significant. These issues were
also taken up in other content areas and through informal discussions integrated within
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the milieu. As the teacher, Nora was primary in making the curriculum choices of what
was taken up in social studies classes. However, her inquiry based teaching style invited
students to shape those choices in terms of their experience.
Over the nine months of field work, I chose to observe social studies classes as
often as possible. Young and Graham (1998) identified social studies as “the most readily
available space for teachers to be comfortable engaging with antiracist education.” The
grade six social studies curriculum provided for discussion of cultures and of cultures
clashing. The existing grade six curriculum included the history of Canada from pre
conquest to pre-confederation. The province has developed a new curriculum,
Kindergarten to Grade 8 Social Studies Manitoba Curriculum Framework of Outcomes
(2003), which is being introduced into schools. That curriculum’s goals include
developing “a commitment to social justice and quality of life for all the world’s peoples”
(p. 4).
Teaching for social justice involves both content and process. My analysis of how
Nora discusses issues such as power, prejudice and cultural difference in the context of
her social studies classes reveals some of her values and her teaching strategies. Both
Room 1 and Room 2 studied the following topics in social studies over the course of the
school year: Aboriginal Life (before contact), Explorers, The Colony of New France and
the Seven Years War, United Empire Loyalists, The Fur Trade. Students did maps,
worksheets, individual and group research and presentations. They drew and constructed
objects such as a quilt patches and a memory box. Computers were used for research and
to prepare presentations. Their final topic was an integrated social studies and language
arts unit based on a fictional diary of a young female Loyalist. Throughout, note taking
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was taught and reinforced, as were concept maps. Most assignments were graded and
many topics ended with a written test. For most of the year their desks were clustered in
groups of four or five. There were changes in seats and groups periodically.
Nora did not expect all students to work at the same pace. However, she expected
them all to work hard and to produce quality in their work. Social studies periods often
started with a review of the previous material discussed, using fact based questions such
as: Who can name three Viking explorers? Students participated in this question and
answer event in the same fashion as they did in math drills at the beginning of math.
Their responsiveness was produced in part by Nora Brown’s encouragement. She would
often say “I know you know this.” She supported competence, rather than looking for
mistakes.
In the following selections of events from the field notes, there are discussions of
issues of religious discrimination, issues in aboriginal history in relation to the conquest,
as well as gender issues. Nora develops an appreciation of multiple perspectives through
these conversations. She also links the individual and the social.
Religion and Discrimination
Social justice issues arose in other contexts and subjects in Room 1; however,
there was more potential for a direct focus in social studies classes such as the one I
observed on November 15, 2004:
Nora: Can anyone think of when a lot of people were killed because of their
religion?
Mark: Jews were made slaves in Egypt because of their religion.
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Nora: What other problems with differing religion, in the past or now in current
events?
(Different kids are responding, thinking out loud. Neither Nora nor I get it all. I
hear “Iraq’.)
Jenna: When the Germans were at war, they put all the Jews in France in
concentration camps.
Nora: What war was that? (some discussion) There are lots of examples. Has
anyone personally experienced it because of their religion or heard of a friend?
Karen: At my old (previous) school, they used to make fun of some kids
Nora: because?
Karen: of boys who wore a turban
(Nora spoke to identifiable differences, therefore more readily victimized)
Nora: Why bully someone cause of their religion?
Karen: Because they are different.
Nora: Do you think they (the bullies) have a clue about the religion? Do you think
they researched it so they would know why?
Chorus: No, no. (FN Nov. 15. 2004)
This conversation took place in the afternoon during a social studies class on the
topic: Reasons for Exploration of the Americas. Nora Brown identified those reasons as
greed, curiosity and religion and linked them to power, saying: “More land equals more
what? I am looking for a word that starts with ‘p’.” (FNNov. 15, 2004). Through the talk,
it became known that people had believed that power was greater the more land you had
and the more people you had converted to your religion. Nora used inquiry to build from
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prior knowledge. She also recognized the limitations of the grade six students’ prior
knowledge. In the previous class, they had discussed the dangers of exploration:
Whole group discussion followed using their prior knowledge on dangers of
exploring, included scurvy and the Iroquois (Iroquois as help or hindrance or
both). In response to discussion of problems with water, a student says there is
water all around the ships. With no affect or judgment, Nora Brown replies: Can
you drink water from the ocean? (They weren’t sure, some of them. They are little
kids.). (FN Nov. 12, 2004)
Nora is respectful of what they know and of what they do not yet understand.
In the discussion of religion and discrimination above (FN Nov. 15, 2004), as in
many contexts, Nora encouraged the students to connect to their personal experience as a
scaffold for understanding curriculum concepts. She focused attention on how prejudice
is not based on knowledge. Later in the discussion she asked them to consider where
people get their prejudices from. The student responses elicited included: “parents, self
and television and movies” (FN Nov. 12, 2004).
Nora’s teaching of what I term social justice issues is multi-layered, complex. She
resists over-simplification and moralizing, as revealed in the next level of the discussion,
where she asks the students to consider what they would do if they witnessed bullying
because of color.
Nora: That was a thoughtful discussion. I want you to keep thinking. If there is
bullying, what are they doing? Do you join in? (Some responses)
Karen: Don’t go with them
Nora: Are you able (to resist) if it is your friends?
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Karen: Tell them.
Nora: Would you be able to say that: “I don’t like what you are doing?” That is
hard.
Let’s think about that. Thinking might help. (FN Nov. 15, 2004)
Nora did not need to have an answer or expect the students to quickly frame a response.
Rather, she encourages them to think on it. She will return to this issue and help them
think about it, individually and as a class. Why and how she does this is at the heart of
this case study.
Integrating A boriginal Experience
The first topic in Social Studies had been aboriginal peoples’ lives before
European contact. This was studied in September before I began observations. Aboriginal
experience and culture was an ongoing topic, integrated throughout the course, as the
new social studies curriculum directs. Nora Brown addressed the differences and
conflicts between aboriginal and white cultures, for example, in a writing piece where the
students described Columbus’ ships arrival in the West Indies from the perspective of
Columbus and from the aboriginal perspective. In another class Nora Brown explained:
“There have always been people here, the native people. They didn’t know about
Europeans. The Europeans were expecting Asians” (FN Jan. 24, 2005). Nora Brown
added that the Aboriginals were not expecting anybody. As the conversation about first
contact continued, the question became how were the Europeans explorers able to
conquer so many aboriginal people? Nora Brown stated that the Europeans were “quite
convinced of their superiority” and discussed why with the class. The reasons that the
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students gave for why the Europeans succeeded in the conquest were listed in my January
24, 2005 field notes as:
1. European diseases
2. weapons
3. aboriginal isolation (were not expecting Europeans)
4. gods - belief the ships were islands
5. European confidence
6. horses
This emphasis on aboriginal culture and perspective has not always been present in
the social studies curriculum in Manitoba. Its presence in the curriculum is significant;
however, that presence is not a sufficient condition for equitable representation. The
curriculum focus needs to be taken up meaningfully by the classroom teacher. Nora
Brown’s integration of aboriginal perspective could be seen as being produced through
her age, her schooling and her personal experiences with aboriginal people in Manitoba.
Nora Brown shared her admiration for explorers and for innovators with the
classes. Using a basketball, she demonstrated how Columbus figured out the world was
round. Nora Brown also critiqued Columbus, emphasizing the devastation brought to the
aboriginal population and the taking of slaves. (Her discussion of slavery made an
impression on Mark, who brought it up months later as an example of the devastation to
North American Indians caused by the fur trade. Although factually incorrect, his
example did help focus the discussion on the negative impact of the fur trade.) Nora
Brown had spoken of Columbus and of how “because of his arrival almost 30,000 people
died” due to disease and slavery (FN Dec. 20, 2004).
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In Nora Brown’s discussion of Columbus, he was neither hero nor villain. What
he did, his competency, was the focus of the discussion, rather than his persona or
judgment of his persona. Slavery was condemned but Columbus was neither condemned
nor sanctified. Rejecting heroes and villains is symptomatic of the pragmatism that
informs her teaching. That same class, Nora Brown re-told the story of the English
explorer Henry Hudson and the mutiny of his crew to the students in a moralistic style.
At the time I noted the difference in the rendering of Columbus and that of Hudson, who
emerged martyred if not heroic. I wondered if the social studies curriculum I had learned
in grade six forty years ago, stories full of valiant explorers and missionaries
encountering savage or helpful Indians, was vestigial.
Work on the Explorers Unit continued when students returned from Winter Break.
They were put in groups to research individual explorers of any time period. Nora Brown
discussed the group process. She also suggested some choices: What nationalities do we
have in this room. Say you are Portuguese; you might pick a Portuguese explorer. A
student added: “Or a German”. Nora: “Yes, or a Chinese (to Ken who is Chinese)”. A bit
later, Nora mentioned the group’s chosen explorer could be a “she”. I chimed in with
why aren’t there female explorers? Nora replied there had been female pirates. (FN Jan.
7, 2005). She differentiated between male and female roles in the Loyalist period, for
example when discussing hope chests. When she took up these male/female differences,
it was descriptive, not judgmental, as in the description of Columbus. Like the cultural
differences, gender differences were named.
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In facilitating the social studies “talks”, Nora stayed clear of judgment. She
focused on what people do and how that impacted others. She also avoided
generalizations:
Nora: Who are they (French explorers) trading with?
Student: Indians
Nora: Aboriginal people were pretty good hunters in those days and now. Not all,
some live in the city and never hunted at all.
Nora asked what was traded and used the map to illustrate, referred to museum,
and explained that furs come from animals and to be respectful (when handling
sample fur pelts which a student from Room 1 had brought in).
Nora: What is “claiming new lands”?
Kids linked (the fur trade) to playing King of the Hill. (FN Jan. 28, 2005,
with Room 2)
Nora Brown avoids generalizing contemporary aboriginal experience in this excerpt from
January 28, which also reiterates themes and strategies which have been developed in
earlier classes. Students’ experience of King of the Hill game is utilized to connect to the
power struggles of land claims. A trip to the museum earlier in the year is also connected
to the lesson, as is their understanding of the map. Being respectful is demonstrated, not
dictated.
Nora Brown taught social studies in the following period with Room 1. How to
take notes was reviewed and then the fur trade discussed, similarly to the other class.
Mark had brought in three small fur pelts which had also been lent to Room 2 students.
Mark passed the fur around and Nora Brown reminded the class: “We learned about the
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aboriginal peoples and how they treated animals. Be respectful. You don’t have to touch
it if you don’t want to” (FN Jan. 28. 2005). The class ended with contact, either repellent
or interested or both, with the furs.
After the unit on the explorers, the students studied about life in the colony of
New France and about the British takeover. I did not attend as many social studies classes
in this time frame. The culminating activity was drawing an eight panel story board of the
Battle of the Plains of Abraham. This became a computer animation and thus was
integrated with the technology class.
Multiple Perspectives
Nora Brown encouraged dialogue and questions. These opened possibilities to
pursue new perspectives on the past. The dialogue below occurred in social studies class
with Room 2, her other class:
Taking up the assignment, a student asks:
Why do they [French] force the aboriginals to be Christians?
Nora: What happens if more people believe what you believe?
Students: It is safer?
Nora: No, there are lots of wars because of religion. It makes you more powerful.
(FN Feb.7, 2005)
Nora Brown went on to explain the power of the Catholic Church at that time and how
our laws today still reflect Christian values. She suggested that some of those laws were
“out of date”. In this discussion and others like it, Nora Brown interrogates grand
narratives of history. She challenges assumptions about who are the good or bad guys in
the story, often refuses to name villains or heroes.
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Developing understanding of multiple perspectives is an outcome in the
provincial social studies curriculum. Nora had advocated for this in our discussions and
had demonstrated the teaching of different perspectives on contact of Aboriginals and
Europeans. Despite a teacher’s efforts to avoid a good guy/bad guy telling of a history or
any other text, we must recognize that students may have a need to identify who “ the
good guys” are. That need is culturally produced. An illustration is found in the excerpt
below, taken during the study of New France and the English conquest, when I was
speaking with Jenna, a Room 1 student:
Jenna: This book makes you think the French are good. This (another chapter of
the same book) makes you think the English are good.
Interviewer: What do you think?
Jenna: I don’t know! (FN Jan. 28, 2005)
Clearly it bothered Jenna that she did not know who was “right’. It was equally clear that
the confusion interested her. In Room 1, Jenna had been made aware that there were not
always “right answers”, but seldom were there “wrong” questions.
Integrating Language Arts and Social Studies
The next social studies unit, Loyalist Times, was integrated with language arts. I
was present for more of this unit than the previous one. Study of the period was centered
on a fictional diary of a young female Loyalist, With Nothing But Our Courage: The
Loyalist Diary of Mary MacDonald by K. Bradford. This is one of a series of historical
novels recommended as curriculum support. There were not enough individual copies
available. Nora Brown read aloud and sometimes students shared a book in small groups,
taking turns reading aloud to each other.
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Although Nora integrated subjects, she was also aware of the boundaries which
defined them and was concerned about crossing them. For example when talking about
what the Loyalist’s ate, she introduced the contemporary Canadian Food Guide and told
me in an aside that this topic was more science than social studies. My response was
playful to demonstrate to Nora my support for crossing boundaries of disciplines.
Integration with contemporary issues is also an important component of the Manitoba
social studies curriculum (Manitoba Education and Youth, 2003). History does not need
to be separated from the present. On April 14,1 wrote in my narrative: “The students said
nowadays they (refugees) come from war. I asked Nora how they had made that
connection and she said they have examples, kids in the school from Bosnia and one of
her students from last year who visits and is a refugee from an African country” (RN
April 14, 2005).
The integrated unit on Loyalist times did provide for a deeper exploration of that
period. Nora Brown used the reading of the diary to develop vocabulary, to build a sense
of the historical period and to consider the effect of conflict on people’s lives. Other
activities directed at these outcomes included drawings of the Loyalist homes, map work,
making a quilt patch for a quilt of Loyalist life, and creating a memory box of artifacts
from her life for Mary Macdonald, the hero of the story.
Nora and I discussed her process for this unit briefly. My suggestion to use drama
to explore the conflicts in the novel was not taken up. Nora had mentioned an interest in
learning about drama with me when we began our discussion of the research project. I
had agreed to this feeling, it might be something I could offer her as a form of
compensation. In early spring we had discussed drama again. She had opted for working
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on historical tableaux as a review, rather than exploring conflict through drama, which
she explained was too unfamiliar. Working with tableaux did not happen either, although
I gave one preliminary introduction to drama through games one day when Nora was
caught up in the office. Nora’s interest in drama was abstract; she thought she should be
interested and knew I had ideas. On the other hand, her interest in working with issues
meaningful to the students was grounded and ongoing.
The unit on the Loyalists was taught through teacher-directed reading and
discussion combined with group and individual work on the activities. On Friday, April
29,1 observed two forty minute periods of social studies, with a physical education class
in between. Both were centered on reading and discussion of the novel. As well as
listening and responding to Nora’s Brown’s questions and comments, students were
making a drawing of the Loyalist house as it is described in the diary. They were
responding to the reading both verbally and through drawing. The range of the discussion
is captured in the excerpted dialogue below which does not include the actual text of the
novel which Nora was reading aloud. Rather, I recorded many teacher and some student
comments and questions on the reading, as well as unrelated interventions and my
ruminations in parentheses:
Nora: explains whittling, it is fun but she cannot give 24 grade sixes knives
[Shooting during the war is not taken up ]
Tony from last year is sitting at front with Nora and asks: “How many brain cells
do you lose if you hold your breath for four minutes?”
Nora: does any one know what a lilac bush is?
Nora: Have you ever tried deer meat?
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Nora: You’ll see how much the aboriginal people helped them (The Loyalists).
Without that help many Europeans would not have survived. In the book it says
they (Aboriginals) were willing to share their land, but how is it today?
David: We took it
[ I think Nora was trying to relate the difference between sharing their land and
the entitlement we as dominant culture feel today.]
Another teacher came in with two grades 8’s to ask if they could use the
computers.
Nora: (to the grade 8’s) Only if you listen to me - so help out!
Girdle sidebar: Nora mentions it and someone asks what it is.
Nora: Women wore them to suck in their fat and add curves. I don’t think they
wear them much (today).
Kip: only use liposuction
(Prep period 6 while kids in Phys-ed; then back for period 7 social studies)
(After Phys-ed), they continued reading and discussing the novel as before:
Nora: I don’t know about knitting, I don’t do it. Some of you might want to learn
(non-gendered and in relation to character’s talk re being ready for marriage)
Nora (Ironic): Are you girls getting your quilts done before you get married?
Nora notes Mary’s father was schoolmaster
Nora: What are herbs? Give me examples.
Student: Dad got the mom pregnant (after Baby Margaret died, another baby)
Nora: (speaking of Duncan, the character whose family was tom apart by taking
different
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sides in the Revolution): “That’s how strongly they believed in what they were
fighting for.”
Spruce tea for winter via Aboriginals
Remember how they tanned the hides -used the buffalo brains as we discussed in
the Aboriginal unit
Throughout this 1/2 hour, the kids are listening and participating with some
sidebars such as Helen doing nails, someone doing codes (word puzzles they
created); but these are quiet and non-disruptive.
FN April 29, 2005
The field notes above are an indication of how Nora Brown integrates facts and
issues studied earlier with current topics. The historical framework structures a
consideration of gender in relation to who knits and quilts then and now and why, which
could also be linked to the more frivolous discourse on girdles and body image in the
previous discussion. The need for war or revolution was never deconstructed in my
hearing, but its adverse effects were. The relationship of Aboriginals and Europeans
continues to be explored in terms of dominance.
Nora Brown’s ability to engage with students is in part based on her ability to
move back and forth in time, to connect the past and the present and to integrate them. In
concluding the work on the diary, Nora asked the grade sixes to integrate knowledge at a
different level:
Nora started the class by explaining what had to be done with the memory boxes.
She told the kids it is not enough to describe the items as “Baby Margaret- she
died and it was sad.” Rather, the description had to include a connection to
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Loyalist history: “Baby Margaret- she died and it was sad. She died because the
Loyalists didn’t have medicines or food.” Nora expressed it this way: “Make it
stretch to make it about the Loyalists.... This is not an LA assignment where you
just talk about the characters. This assignment is to take something from LA and
stretch it to social studies.... If you’ve already handed it in and you haven’t done
that stretch, you can pull it out and stretch it.” Everyone went to work.
(FN: Tuesday, May 17, 2005 )
The assignment required that students link what happened to the individuals in the
Loyalist family to social conditions. In stretching beyond the personal to the social, the
further “stretch” would be to add that the Loyalists did not have food or medicine due to
the socio/economic upheavals of war. It is interesting to look at some of the writing
samples from the memory box assignment as indicators of what the grade sixes could or
could not connect:
One student’s list of items in the box included the following:
Laddy [dog]: He’s important because he keeps her [Mary] safe and helps her
with things. Laddy is important to the Loyalists because he lets them know when
danger is near them.
Mittens [cat]: Mittens is important to Mary because she keeps her cozy and she’s
friendly so Mary doesn’t feel lonely. Mittens isn’t important to the Loyalists in
any way. (used with permission, from photocopy of student assignment, May,
2005)
Of the fourteen items created and listed for the memory box by this student, six were
linked to Loyalists as a group, with the others being important only to Mary.
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A less sophisticated student wrote in her list: “Dogs are all over the place. Most loyalists
have dogs.” She also wrote: “The loyalists didn’t like wars because they could die.” This
second student’s work reveals that in trying to grasp the social issue, she lost hold of the
personal aspect of the assignment, that is, what would Mary save in her memory box and
why. Clearly the teacher’s demand to think at both levels was difficult for some students.
The integrated unit itself is an indicator of Nora’s need to link the personal with the
social. The memory box assignment was an assessment of how students made that link.
Attending to Multiple Perspectives
If making a link between the personal and the social world is central to locating
social justice issues in middle years classrooms, then how one makes that link and how it
is pursued and teased out is also important. A close analysis of one period in Room 1 may
depict some of the complexities involved in teasing out the connections:
It is a sunny afternoon in May, period eight, the last period of the day and it is
social studies. The class begins with Nora Brown circulating and checking if title
pages for the new unit on the fur trade are done and grading them. Nora Brown
uses this task to touch base with individual students. After this is completed, Nora
Brown starts the discussion by asking: Why is it good that the aboriginals got to
trade? Why was it bad? (Would the issue of bad or good for the Indians have been
raised when I was in grade six? I remember the Indians mentioned as guides and
enemies and as torturers of martyred priests.) Students and teacher were engaged
in the issue as evident in the following dialogue:
David: They could get ripped off
Jenna: Their culture
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Nora: They lost (unclear)
Jenna: They stopped making their own stuff Then their children won’t knowNora gave an example of the buffalo and then said: Their culture is going to
change because of this, that’s huge, huge, huge. She added: But for the
Europeans, things changed too. She gave an example of sewing own clothes in the
past -her mother and grandmother did, but she does not.
Nora asks for more ideas. Mark has two. Mark says the Europeans passed on
diseases. Nora adds that killing more animals for the fur trade depleted the animal
population. Mark says aboriginals were slaves. [I think this was corrected gently.]
Nora talks about the influence of alcohol on aboriginal people.
Tim says the Irish people suffer from alcohol too and that he can say that because
he is Irish. [When does one take up or not take up? So much is happening in a
single class.]
Nora: (I lost her response re alcohol but there was one.)
David tells about seeing a bird which must be drunk as it flew into a window.
[As David describes the bird hitting his window, the discussion is starting to
disintegrate. I thought it might have been useful to summarize what had been said,
to make notes or a table but pulling these ideas together might happen later in the
unit.] What Nora does (to end the no longer meaningful dialogue) is to change the
activity and direct students to open their textbook. She states: “I’ll read it and
we’ll talk about it. What does this subtitle tell you?” She read about the Hudson
Bay Company monopoly and worked with the map. She also discussed the
Northwest Company. Then she chats about the process:
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Nora to class: I haven’t read it, just talked about it. Maybe that’s all I need to do
Students: Just talk.
Nora: We’ll stop here as the next two topics, a day in a trader’s life and women in
the fur trade, I have activities for.
The class ends with Nora Brown requesting them to put their homework into their
agendas, a typical end of day activity. (FN May 25, 2005)
My overall interpretation of the interactions described above is that the
established milieu allows students to voice their opinions on social issues from an ethical
viewpoint. This has been modeled by their teacher. At the same time the process of
voicing opinions has also included multiple perspectives on issues such as trade or
exploration. From the May 25 discussion, it is clear that the students had more historical
information at the end of the year than they did earlier and that they were integrating
what they learned earlier, as the teacher did. If I had been teaching, I might have reached
for a more sustained and reflective discussion; however, my experience in middle years
has demonstrated that learning both process and content often grows out of a layering of
many teaching moments. I also believe that within individual classes there are many
layers of experience that need to be attended to. Attending to all of them is not always
possible.
In my narrative of May 25,1 wrote that I was concerned about the experience of
the aboriginal students during this discussion: “What about the aboriginal students
present in the room during the above discussion? Was there something to do to
acknowledge their difference and connection?” There were two aboriginal students and
while recognizing that they cannot be expected to speak for their group, I wondered
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whether asking for their perspective or simply a comment on cultural change would have
allowed them to name their different stance in relation to this issue (cultural change due
to contact) and their particular connection to it. This naming had occurred in an earlier
discussion on hunting when Nora had called on a particular aboriginal student who
responded with her experience of hunting. How does Nora decide when to call on some
one and when not to? If getting the students to talk is important to learning, what does a
teacher do for silent students?
Interviewer: And what about kids that you have taught that you know have been
identified or identify themselves as different? The ones who have some
understanding of what it is to be victimized or be put down or be left out? What
do they bring to those discussions (of social issues) or what could they bring to
them? How could theyNora: As far as talking about it, I think it helps them to realize they are not the
only ones and that this exists all over and so it gets them a feeling of normalcy.
Interviewer: Yes.
Nora: What they contribute is sort of up to them and their comfort level,
depending what it is. Because they may not be ready to talk in the classroom
about some of their stuff. But at least they know they are not the only ones going
through it; these issues, society has them, other kids have them, school, you know.
And some of them like to talk about it. Some of them will say, like yeah, my dad
is drunk every night. (IT April 25, 2005)
Together, what do these incidents, conversations and interactions in Room 1
imply about perceptions of difference and equity? Are some perspectives privileged in
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Room 1 despite the practice of including multiple perspectives? Taking up student
perspectives in a different location than interactions with the teacher was important to the
study.
Student Perspectives on Difference
In June of 2005,1 conducted, taped and transcribed interviews with two students
individually, Mark and Helen, and with one group of four, Karen, Jenna, David and Tim.
Over the term, there had been many informal conversations with individual students,
especially these and a few others. These six students all participated in class discussions
and enjoyed conversation. In addition, I had been able to connect with them over the
course of my visits. The interviews were more structured than our regular conversations,
but the students were interested. I interviewed Mark and Helen individually as I was
aware that both had experienced being ostracized. Karen, Jenna, David and Tim were
friendly and often chose to work together. I was interested in how their combined energy
would stimulate discussion.
The purpose of the interviews was to discuss how the students understood
difference and they were given the following questions on paper just before our
discussion:
1. Have you ever felt uncomfortable because you felt different from other kids in
class, for example a different age, a different religion?
2. Have you seen other kids treated unfairly because they are different?
3. What can a teacher do to help kids who are different?
4. What can you do to help kids who are treated unfairly?
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These questions were designed to prompt the students’ narratives and not to elicit specific
responses.
Talking directly to the students about difference was valuable. Some of the
generalizations made about middle years students development were evident in the
interviews, as well as in less formal conversations and class discussions. For example, the
students interviewed generally wanted to be liked and accepted by their peers. Perhaps
less common was the concern these grade sixes expressed for kids such as Mark or Josh,
who were not liked and accepted. These concerns for outsiders may have been voiced
partly in the context of talking with me, a teacher/researcher who had explained to them
that she was trying to understand how we can treat people fairly. However, the students'
genuine concern about being good to other people was demonstrated in actions as well as
words.
IN: OK. Was Barry being picked on because he was new and didn’t speak English
and all those things or was it Tim: No, I think they might have been just playing, but it, but I just couldn’t stand
it. [This was heartfelt] (Group IT, June 8, 2005)
Tim was protective of those he saw as underdogs and the solution he offered to bullying
was to intimidate the bullies or beat them up.
In the group interview, I began by asking if anyone in the group had been left out
or felt left out for being different. Tim was the only student who identified with being
different: “I’m different but I like being different because being different is fun
(giggling)”. Interviewer: What makes it fun? Tim: “Cause people already know that you
are weird. So you can be as weird as you want” (June 8, 2005). Tim’s comments led into
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a discussion of the pros and cons of being different, (as well as playing with our
pseudonyms). However no one in this group of four or in my general conversations with
students described themselves as different or as excluded, except for Tim.
There was a marked contrast when I asked the question: Have you seen other kids
made to feel uncomfortable for being different? This was met with a chorus of yeses,
including “racism”, “my brother”. When transcribing the interview, I noted: “Here again,
students will identify others as being excluded, but not themselves. A similar pattern was
found in the interviews with Mark and Helen” (RN July 21, 2005).
Mark was a round faced boy with owlish glasses and a slight speech impediment.
Other students described him as fat and he had been identified by several students and by
Nora Brown as a victim of bullying. Yet he told me at the beginning of his interview that
he had never felt uncomfortable because of being different. A few minutes later, he stated
that he had been picked on and been called names; however he still did not name himself
as different or excluded.
Interviewer: Have you ever been picked on or called names yourself?
Mark: Yes.
Interviewer: (overlap) in a mean way?
[Note: Now, as opposed to in the beginning, he says he has this experience]
Interviewer: And how was that? What did you do then?
Mark: I talked to my parents about it.
Interviewer: That was smart.
Mark: Then I told my teacher and then it stopped.
Interviewer: Then it stopped. What do you think the teacher did?
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Mark: Tell the kids to stop or they are in really big trouble?
(Both laugh) (IT, June 8, 2005)
Helen had been identified by the teacher as having had trouble making friends,
but Helen spoke of others who were outsiders, and did not identify herself as an outsider.
Initially, both Helen and Mark told stories of other kids in their elementary schools who
had been excluded. This seemed to me to make these students more comfortable in
examining their current classmates and themselves. At the beginning of each interview, I
had told a story from my life about being excluded to illustrate and model that one can
talk about it. This did not appear to assist students in identifying their own exclusion. The
students’ unwillingness to name their own difference and/or exclusion can be read as
denial or as resistance.
Naming Difference and Degrees of Difference
I have described the milieu in Room 1 as being constructed to develop inquiry
through discussion. I have described the teacher as someone who allowed for varied
perspectives on issues. Nora Brown challenged cultural assumptions, was not a
traditionalist. Orion School is located in a multicultural neighborhood in a large, diverse
city. Cultural differences in a school population are the “norm”, rather than the exception.
Although rival ethnic gangs exist in some inner city schools, this suburban middle school
and its neighboring high school have little history of violence. In such a setting, naming
cultural difference is not unusual. However, my observations suggest there are degrees of
difference, some of which the students were comfortable with naming; some of which
they were not.
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It is computer lab for the class. Students will leam how to format charts for social
studies. I tell Nora that I hate computer class where I can’t observe much. She
suggests I meet with Paris, Patti and Karen who are working on materials for a
school wide spelling bee in the art room. I do this.
They are cutting and pasting from the newspaper and I will photocopy into
booklets. .. The girls have a computerized “baby” graphic toy that grows up. Like
a pocket watch. At certain times they have to change, feed it etc. They explain it
to me but I do not fully comprehend. When I came, Patti was speaking another
language to Paris and I asked what it was. Polish. Her parents came to Canada as
adults. Paris’ Dad is from Punjab and she speaks Punjabi. He went back to India
to marry her mom. When I return after getting supplies, the three are playing a
game where they ask each other a category, like fruit and they say a fruit in Polish
or Punjabi or Ukrainian (Karen is second or third generation Canadian and
Ukrainian on her mother’s side. Karen has a limited vocabulary in Ukrainian, but
enough to play the game) and the others guess it and leam the word. Karen does
not have the same command of her 2nd language and is aware of that. She tells
me later that only her mom speaks some (Ukrainian). (FN Feb. 3, 2005)
I came away from witnessing this event feeling good. It seemed to be an example
of students’ naming, enjoying and learning from each others’ differences, of how simple
it can be for kids. What made it possible may have been partly their commonalities of
gender, of class and of ability. I believe that the milieu of their class and their school also
made it possible. As a teacher, I would not complicate those moments of play by
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introducing cultural conflict and a critique of difference into the activity. But I would
want to include such a critique in my curriculum and address it in meaningfully.
The students of Room 1 demonstrated interest in cultural differences in the above
incident, in the discussion of Ukrainian Christmas and by their response to a visiting
teacher’s stories of life in Portugal. Their interested response to cultural differences in the
social studies curriculum has been documented. However, the students also demonstrated
a need to conform and to have others conform. The importance of conformity is
illustrated in the stories of Mark and Steven.
Interviewer: ... I was talking to Mark and we were saying you had a lot of kids
coming into your class late in the school year, even Josh just came the other day.
Coming late, changing schools is hard on a kid and it makes them a little
different. Have you, what have you seen of these kids? Were they accepted? Was
it easier for some than for others?
Helen: It was easier for some, like Steven. It was easy for him because all the
guys liked him right way.
Interviewer: Why do you think they liked him?
H: Cause he was kind of like them sort of. (IT June 8, 2005)
Steven, a very recent immigrant from South Asia, who spoke English well but
with an accent, was perceived as “like” the other guys. Mark, a Ukrainian -Canadian who
had been with the class since the term began was not perceived as “like” the other boys.
When I probed Helen and others for how Steven was like them, the short form of the
answer was “sports”. My answer might also include, class, intelligence and selfconfidence, strong social skills and a sense of humor. It is important to note that Steven
111

identified his difference. The first day I met him, soon after he arrived, he smiled a little
and told me: “I am an immigrant” (FN Feb. 7, 2005). I observed Steven those first weeks.
I noted him watching the other kids, the teacher, myself. He too observed carefully,
studying the social relations, looking for cues to the new culture. My previous experience
of immigrant students is they are withdrawn or gregarious when they meet the new
group. Steven was neither. He was not standoffish nor was he overtly sociable. He was
actively learning and responding to social cues, which it appeared he wanted to conform
to. Mark, on the other hand, appeared to have great difficulty reading and/or responding
to social cues from his peers or his teachers. This was part of what made him different
and a cause of his exclusion. There are degrees of difference which are more or less
socially acceptable in a middle years setting and they are context specific.
Mark’s context for grade six was a classroom where group work occurred
regularly. Mark could offer ideas and computer skills and art skills to his group, but his
poor social skills and low status got in the way of his acceptance:
(I was working with a social studies group and there was a) conversation among
the group about Mark, who was away that day for Ukrainian Christmas, and what
his role would be. Nora had, before the holidays, identified Mark as the one kid in
the room who was marginalized by the others (not the term she used but I have
forgotten it).
The group made some comments about Mark that demonstrated this, including
Jenna saying he had a crush on her and how annoying that was. David added that
Mark does not know when to “back off and so it is difficult to be with him. When
talking about what he (Mark) could do Jenna offered “oral presentations” and I
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asked about lettering. They agreed he could help with that. Helen, the third
member, also found him not useful. [I will stick with this group when I can.] (FN
Jan. 7, 2005)
As I remember the conversation above, it was spoken directly and without guilt or blame.
Genna and David are reasonable people who just did not like Mark as a group member.
As a group facilitator, I found it valuable to allow the group to name their concerns about
Mark so I could help them work through them. Genna and David were also part of the
group interview in June where they expressed concern at how Mark was treated by the
grade eights. They were able to distinguish the difference between being unwelcome and
being teased.
In the class Mark was sometimes teased and blamed by the other boys. This had
been worse in the fall but the teacher had intervened and she still actively protected him:
Nora: “Mark is getting blamed and he handed his (sheet) back three minutes ago” (FN
Jan. 24, 2005). In a different group for a language arts assignment in February, I noted
that: “Mark trying to please, getting excited about his own ideas, which was not cool.
This was tolerated by the other two” (FN Feb. 7, 2005). Mark’s passion for his ideas was
no greater than Kip or Tim’s, the other two group members. I perceived that it was his
expression of his passion that was different and unacceptable to the other kids. I
wondered what Mark’s experience would have been in a milieu where the teacher was
less aware.
I describe the experiences of Steven and Mark to complicate the notion of
difference. Social differences are produced by multiple factors, are what Ng (1995) calls
relational.
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Social differences are experienced and expressed through social interactions like the ones
in Room 1 described above and the ones I will describe in Chapter IV. Consideration of
how these interactions reveal teacher and student perceptions of difference and equity
leads to further questions. These include: How can a teacher construct a milieu where
students like Mark are considered and protected? How does a teacher monitor social
interactions in relation to difference so as to identify the circumstances where difference
can be named and engaged with equitably? How can students learn to discuss the degrees
of difference experienced in their milieu? How does the experience of discussing
differences that students experience as individuals translate into an understanding of the
social construction of difference?
In Chapter IV the experiences of difference of teacher and students in Room 1 are
linked to the experiences of the four teachers interviewed, Constance Brown, Jim Gold,
Kate Green and Dalia White. Guided and extensive conversations, or “talk”, being
utilized to name difference and to build equity is thematic in these teachers’ narratives of
their experience, as it is in Nora Brown’s narrative. The interpretation of these varied
experiences addresses naming difference and engaging with difference equitably.
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CHAPTER IV
DISLOCATIONS: NAMING DIFFERENCE
Difference must not be merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities
between which our creativity can sparkle like a dialectic. Only then does the
necessity for interdependency become unthreatening.
(Audre Lorde, 1984, p.l ll )
What do we learn about how difference is understood by Nora Brown and the
students from the study? How do the voices of other teachers, who identify themselves as
committed to teaching about social justice, resonate with Nora Brown’s? Together, how
do these students’ and teachers’ perceptions of difference inform our understanding of
how to locate social justice issues in middle years classrooms? Chapter III traces
narratives of themes emerging out of the analysis of field notes and transcripts from the
case study. In Chapter IV, those narratives are interpreted in relation to the narratives
obtained in interviews with other teachers, attaching another layer of experience to
extend meaning.
In addressing the questions above, which form my interpretative process, I found
it necessary to reconsider the meaning of curriculum and found it significant to consider
the connection between the personal and the social, that is, the psychological and
sociological foundations of educational thought. The bond between experience and
education (Dewey, 1938/1997) frames both inquiries. Difference is understood from a
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post-structural feminist framework (Todd, 1997). Difference is part of the process of
identity formation and production in individuals and among groups (Boler & Zembylas,
2003). One way we know ourselves is by knowing what is other, what is different from
ourselves. Knowing what is different is not a neutral process; it involves uneasiness,
discomfort and dislocation from the familiar.
Central to my conception of difference is Gramsci’s (1972) concept of hegemony
which identifies how social groups are marginalized because of their differences from the
norm as defined by a dominant group. That hegemonic group may be “unmarked” or
concealed (Ghosh & Abdi, 2004). That is, gender, race and class, central markers of
social position, are not attached to the dominant group: “... in modem society an
unmarked norm is the reference point. Those who most depart from the normative
standard are most subordinated. Whiteness for example is concealed and neutral, while
blackness carries the burden of ‘race’” (Thomson, 1997, p. 40). Other markers such as
sexual orientation, religion, ethnicity and ability can be a basis for marginalizing. These
markers of social position have often been constructed as binaries or dichotomies. These
binary classifications are indicative of a fear of ambiguity. For example, this culture fears
ambiguity of gender and that fear is directed at trans-gendered individuals (Boler &
Zembylas, 2003). These binaries are not only reductive they are value-laden (Lorde, cited
in Boler & Zembylas, 2003): able is healthy and disabled is sick; male is strong and
female is weak. As such, the binaries may be used to identify certain groups or
individuals as good or bad and to justify social inequities.
A social justice curriculum addresses social inequities. There are different
approaches to such issues. If the goals of a multicultural curriculum are to celebrate
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cultural differences, but it fails to address the impact those differences have on access to
cultural capital, then equity concerns are not being addressed. If the goals of a social
justice curriculum are to provide equity, there is concern that differences will be merged
rather than named and considered. If the terms “equity” and “difference” are not reduced
to “sameness” and “disruption of sameness”, they are not mutually exclusive. A
curriculum which explores difference and equity with students from a contextually
relevant and experience-based structure is the vision which compels this work.
Engaging with Difference
This problem of engaging meaningfully with difference in order to build equity is
central to this inquiry. The interpretation of the case study and the outside interviews are
framed by my concerns about how teachers and students discuss difference. Do those
discussions build an understanding of difference which works towards social justice? The
study assumes that how difference is understood by students in classrooms is both an
indicator and a predictor of how it is and will be understood by adults (Ritzvi, 1993;
Varma-Joshi, Baker & Tanaka, 2004).
The case study as a method of inquiry is based on a belief that we can and do
learn from experience. An inquiry into how to locate social justice in middle years classes
benefits from locating itself in classroom experience. The initial analysis suggested that
teaching for social justice cannot simply be mandated. An authorized curriculum is not
sufficient. Rather, teachers’ individual experiences need to be integrated in the
curriculum in order to engage their commitment to the process. Similarly, the learners’
experiences must be included in the social justice curriculum.
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The analysis of the case study was formed around two themes: “Talk supports
good relationships” and “Talk can identify and explore social issues”. Those themes are
identifiable as contributing to the approach to milieu in Room 1. Within that milieu, I was
able to consider how the students experienced difference and equity. Recognizing that the
teacher shapes the milieu, analysis in Chapter III began from the teacher’s perspective
and then included student perspectives. Both student and teacher interaction and
perspectives are integral to the interpretation. All accounting of perspectives is filtered
through my research interests:
I need to identify my own inclination to hear and to record this particular type of
dialogue that is, Nora Brown’s response to a student asking why the French
wanted to convert the Aboriginals found in the Feb. 7 field notes. Such dialogue
interests me because it resists the grand narratives of history that I grew up with
and work to resist in my own teaching. In such a grand narrative, converting the
aboriginals was for their own good; even if a more liberal stance might renounce
such coercion, it would not ascribe the need to convert to the need for power. That
correlation is post-modern. Nor would that correlation be found in all social
studies classrooms in Manitoba. (RN, July, 2005)
Teacher/student dialogue around social issues in class discussion was an obvious focus
for my observations. I noted in the analysis how I had recorded dialogues and interactions
more than explanations or more formal teaching. However, I also focused on certain
kinds of interaction more than others. I was more interested in how students treated each
other than in how they related to adults or how they treated property.
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These foci shaped my data collection and analysis. Erickson (1986) affirms that
substantive focus and intent in data collection are what shape the qualitative study. The
most appropriate forms of data collection are those congruent with the purpose of the
study (Janesick, 1994). Thus my intent informs my interpretation of the lived experiences
of the participants in the case study. This interpretation is further shaped by my
experiences as a participant observer (Lather, 1991; Britzman, 2000) and by my
experiences as an educator (as described in Chapter I). In turn, those experiences are
produced though my social position and mediated by the idiosyncrasies of my family of
origin. This interpretation is my rendering of the experiences I observed and participated
in. Its validity is developed through reflexivity, my narrative of my own and others’
experiences and through the representation of the differing voices of the literature, the
teachers, Nora Brown and Room 1 students (see Figure 1).
A central purpose of the inquiry is to consider how students experience difference
and how teachers may influence that experience so that students can name difference.
Naming and engaging with difference is prior to taking up equity and social justice. In
this chapter, I focus on how teachers’ understanding of curriculum is connected to
locating social justice issues in middle years classrooms. The interviews with educators
outside the case study provide additional perspectives on locating social justice issues in
middle years, which both complement and contrast the themes identified in the case
study. The specificity of the case study was relevant to the problem of how difference is
perceived and gave a sustained view of how one teacher works with social justice issues.
However, to address the research problem of how a teacher’s understanding of
curriculum connects to their teaching about social justice issues, I believed it was
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important to dialogue with several teachers. In this chapter, I will consider how Nora
Brown, Kate Green and Dalia White develop curriculum to include student experiences
and how they bridge the personal and the social in naming or identifying difference.
In addition to interviewing Nora Brown, I interviewed four other educators. I
believe their perspectives add dimension to the interpretation of the case study. They
included: Kate Green, a second year grade seven teacher, Dalia White, a first year teacher
of a grade 5/6 class, Constance (Connie) Black, a principal and former grade eight
teacher and Jim Gold, a former middle years teacher. In the interviews all the teachers
made connections to how their personal experiences shaped their pedagogy. Ms. Green
and Ms. White’s perspectives are highlighted in this chapter as they were classroom
teachers like Nora Brown. These three had different approaches to curriculum which
influenced how they located social justice issues in their classes. In this chapter, I will
interpret how experience and curriculum are linked by these three teachers. I will
consider the relationship between a teacher’s understanding of curriculum and their
approach to teaching about difference.
Integrating Experience to Engage With Difference
Nora Brown’s work with the grade sixes integrated their experience in the
curriculum. Nora consciously called up students’ experience to build their understanding.
This method was integral to her inquiry based teaching style. An example of this was
Nora asking the students: “Can anyone think of when a lot of people were killed because
of their religion?” (FN Nov. 15 2004) The question came up when Nora Brown was
introducing the reasons for Viking exploration. Student responses began with the Bible
and also included references to World War II and Iraq. Nora listened and then asked:
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“Has anyone personally experienced it because of their religion or heard of a friend?”
One student, Karen, replied that at her other school some students had made fun of boys
who wore a turban. Nora responded that those with visible differences are more easily
victimized. Another example was when Nora discussing the Viking settlers’ impact on
Aboriginal peoples. Nora brought it into the present by having students imagine the
explorers moving into their backyards: “If we settled in Kip’s yard, it might not be so
cool for Kip?” (FN Nov. 22, 2004).
Nora references her own and others’ experiences as well as her students’:
“I have learned about aboriginal medicine because my boyfriend is Metis and his mother
knows this from her mother” (FN April 14, 2005). This comment was part of a lesson on
the Loyalists and their relation to aboriginal people. It also included a discussion of
hunting, fishing, medicine and schools where girls were a minority. My narrative for that
day concludes with “a good connection between then and now”. In my experience
teaching middle years, integrating personal experience with curriculum is valuable. The
issue is which experiences are integrated and how they are integrated. Are some
experiences privileged over others?
Being different is a risky position to be in (Salverson, 1996). For Canadian middle
years kids, if you are distinct from the group, more visible, like the Sikh boys Karen
referred to, you are also more vulnerable. In Room 1, certain individuals, like Tim,
preferred the risks of being different over conformity, but they were a minority. In
general students’ words and behavior revealed an attachment to belonging and a fear of
“standing out”. Standing out could be caused by your parent working in the school, as
Jenna’s parent did, or result from a minor speech impediment, being chubby and
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awkward like Mark. These differences were identified by the student and/or by their
peers. Identified differences are not necessarily a liability. However, an identified
difference can become a liability in relation to the social context. There were many
factors which could result in a perceived difference becoming a liability for an individual
in Room 1. Jenna, for example, could identify her difference and attach it to
circumstance, rather than to her person. In addition she was confident and capable in
school. Mark on the other hand, was insecure and often sought approval. Although his
differences had put him at risk, he did not identify them, either because he did not notice
them or did not wish to notice them. His classmates did notice those differences and
Mark often became the example they used when discussing exclusion.
After Helen talked about Bette’s social standing (Helen said Bette had been
popular, now she was with the ‘geeks’- defined as Melissa and Jewel. Helen said
Melissa gets into fights with other girls.) I directed the conversation into who are
friends with whom and who gets left out. They both (Helen and another female
student) talked about Mark, identified him as excluded. They said he used to be
teased more than he is now. [No clarification of why it changed, although others
have said the boys who teased him let go of it, but why?] FN May 25, 2005
[I later learned that Mark had talked to his parents who met with Nora Brown who
worked with the students.]
This conversation occurred on the steps of the hut in the back field as Helen and
the female student sat out an outdoor phys-ed period. The conversation began with the
other student discussing the complexities of her family life. Helen did not talk about her
family much, but my impression was they were low income and isolated. Helen did not
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identify herself a “geek” or as excluded, but she solidified her sense of place by
distancing herself from those others she perceived as vulnerable. In March, Helen had
been close to Jewel, the “geek”. Loyalties shift among grade six girls; however Helen’s
loyalties appeared to be attached to those who could protect her status.
Helen sought cover in other girls’ respectability. In contrast, David was willing
and able to risk being visibly different. March 21, 2005 was Wacky Hair Day of Spirit
Week. Several students had dyed their hair temporarily; others had stuck in ribbons and
elastic. David’s efforts were far more elaborate and very delightful. He created a muskrat
hat and a matching T-shirt promoting its protection as an endangered species. He told me
he had taken apart a stuffed toy to create the headgear, sewing in stuffing and a lining.
David’s creation was beyond the conventions of Wacky Hair Day. His classmates
enjoyed it. However, a week later, David’s decision to choose sewing as an option for
Shops, elicited mockery from those same classmates when the assignments were
announced to the class.
The student teacher, Ms. Rose, had made those announcements and discussed the
process with me later that week. She informed me that she had been aware of the teasing
but had made a deliberate decision not to respond to the comments about a guy choosing
sewing. She believed it would have drawn more attention to David who had been teased
before and did not want to be noticed. Based on my observations, I do not believe that
Nora Brown would have let those comments go by, had she been in the room. Protecting
David from unwanted attention, if she had believed he needed that, would have been
secondary to teaching the other students not to be biased.
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Teachers as well as peers reinforce conventionality. On October 25, 2004,1
arrived at Orion to find Nora absent. Her substitute allowed me to observe a writing class.
Haunted house stories were the assignment as it was a week before Halloween. Students
were reading their stories aloud and Kip read his about mad ostriches. I noted: The sub
wanted a ‘real’ haunted house story and the reader (Kip) was hurt, but affirmed his own
ostriches (FN Oct. 25, 2005). Although Kip wanted her approval of his story, he was able
to defend his story and to resist a schema she imposed. If teachers approve only work
which follows teacher schemata, which meets guidelines and conforms to expectations then creativity is harnessed to convention. Students who are unconventional but not
rebellious may be forced into uncomfortable choices.
In Room 1, most students did not wish to be seen as “different” from other kids.
This is evident in the interviews with students where they deny being different from
others, even when they later admit to being ostracized or bullied. The clearest example of
this is Mark, but David also referred to this. These same students, who do not want to be
perceived as outside the norm, would nonetheless protect others who were teased or
harassed for being different. Both Mark and Jenna affirmed this in their interviews. I
interpret these responses as indicating that although the students conceive being different
as negative, they do not believe it is fair to treat people badly because of their being
different. When they are defensive about the grade eights taunting Mark or Josh, what the
students protect is not the right to be different, but rather the right to be treated fairly. The
question this raises is how can the student’s sense of fairness, sense of justice, be
connected with alternative approach to difference?
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I observed the students in Room 1 excluding others, like Mark, because they were
different. I did not observe bullying or overt rudeness. However, this was a particularly
positive and friendly group of kids whom I saw almost exclusively in the classroom, most
often with a teacher present. In the interviews, students reported situations of bullying,
although they reported them as having happened in the past or as coming from the grade
eights in their school. The students could name how others are bullied or treated
differently but they have difficulty naming themselves as different. Some students had
difficulty naming anyone as different.
The excerpt below is from the interview with Helen, a student whom my
observations and Nora’s comments had placed on the fringe of the class. However, Helen
does not perceive herself as an outsider. She also has difficulty discussing anyone else’s
differences.
Interviewer: The first question is: Have you ever felt uncomfortable because you
felt different from other kids in class, not just this year, but any year you have
been in of school, for example a different age, a different religion? For example,
my son was always one year younger than everyone else in his class and some
years it didn’t matter and some years, he wished he could be the same age as his
friends.
Helen: No not really, because I was the same age and I mostly got along with
everybody and ... (unclear)
Interviewer: So, none of those things get in the way...
Helen: No. Okay.
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Interviewer: So then have you seen other kids who were treated unfairly because
they were different. Maybe they had a hearing problem or maybe they came from
a different culture? Just came to the country...
Helen: Not in my class b u t... (unclear)
Interviewer: So he maybe didn’t have all the manners and social stuff. And did
that last a long time? Or did he learn to have better manners.
Helen: I’m not sure, because it was in Grade 2 and I went to a different school
after
Interviewer: So you wouldn’t know. I was talking to Mark and we were saying
you had a lot of kids coming into your class late in the school year. Even Josh
just came the other day. Coming late, changing schools is hard on a kid and it
makes them a little different. Have you, what have you seen of these kids? Were
they accepted? Was it easier for some than for others?
Helen: It was easier for some, like Steven. It was easy for him because all the
guys liked him right way.
Interviewer: Why do you think they liked him?
Helen: Cause he was kind of like them, sort of.
Interviewer: Uh huh (IT, June 15, 2005)
Helen’s analysis was that being “like” the others makes it easier for a newcomer
to be integrated with the class. In Chapter III, I noted how Steven was adept at reading
social cues and suggested this was produced partly through his social class, combined
with his facility in English. His willingness to adopt the social norms facilitated his
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acceptance. In general, conformity and compliance with the existing norms were
affirmed, except by Tim who both named difference and affirmed it.
Tim: And kids in grade 8 pick me up (laughs) I mean pick on me.
Interviewer: Why?
Tim: Because I’m different
Interviewer: Maybe we could back up a minute and ask. I said what I meant by
different, a different age, a different religion. You have brought up a different
size. (To Tim) If you say you are different, what makes you different?
Tim: I am an individual and I don’t care what other people think about me.
Interviewer: Do you think you are the only person in the school who is like that or
do you think there are others?
Tim: No
Student: Lots of others
Tim: Not lots (Group IT, June 8, 2005)
As this group discussion continued, Karen defended her individualism in relation
to dress, while Jenna explained her difficulty at being identified as a teacher’s child.
Tim’s discourse around being different may have prompted that. It is interesting that
racial differences were not discussed in relation to their own grade six class, but racism
was mentioned as yet another bad deed perpetrated by the grade eights, where one girl’s
racist comment was responded to with a punch.
All the students had experienced the power of words to threaten and to protect
their sense of identity. When considering how a teacher might intervene to protect Mark
from verbal abuse, Karen suggested “self defense with words” and I responded.
127

Interviewer: Self defense with words, that’s a good idea.
Kid: No, but sticks and stones will break my bones, but names will never hurt me
Kid: They do hurt me
Interviewer: They do hurt, I agree, I hate being called Tim: No, but they shouldn’t hurt you. You should not take that Interviewer: NoTim: poop from them (general laughter). (Group IT, June 8, 2005)
Naming Difference
What does naming difference involve? How is it played out in schools? How is it
refused? Why is it important? Naming difference is important because differences reflect
hegemonic power structures which shape culture and education. The power of hegemony
is that a culture is presented and is lived as a given: “It has always been called “The
Christmas Concert” and why should that change” (personal communication, Sept. 2005,
spoken by one teacher with irony and by another with conviction). The “way things are”
protects the dominant group by defining the marginalized group(s) as different and
therefore less worthy of privilege or cultural capital. Although this is a simplified
discussion of hegemony, it is useful to introduce how difference is socially constructed
and maintained. Attending to difference, naming it, affirms that education is not a neutral
process. Rather, educators can choose to absorb and serve dominant values or they can
choose to explore, critique and resist them.
The extent to which an individual educator can critique or resist the dominant
perspective is context related. For example, my instinctive desire that September to
challenge the title of the concert was held in check by a variety of personal factors: I was
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new to the school and did not know its politics or who my allies might be; I was busy
writing this dissertation; I was the only Jew on staff. Rather than taking on a political
discussion with the administration or the staff, I opted to work only with my own
homeroom students. They researched and produced a series of posters of cultural festivals
of light which were displayed in the main hall. This was my symbolic gesture to equity
and it was also a learning experience for the kids, many of whom were unfamiliar with
other cultures and faiths. The night of the concert, I discovered that the music teachers
had developed a program that included world music and did not stick to traditional carols,
another indirect gesture for a more inclusive event. Nonetheless, the power of the word
“Christmas” and the community’s need to protect that word and the tradition it embodies
was fully present throughout the event. My position, as an individual, in relation to that
power was limited. However I could still have chosen to speak for change, if not effected
it.
The difficulty of naming difference for the individual is that it can involve
conflict and it is risky. The difficulty of naming difference in general is that such naming
involves taking up the discourses of hegemony and social construction. Neither of these
discourses works very well with an orientation that is humanist and reveres the
individual. These discourses disrupt what Britzman (1991) identifies as the discourse of
common sense which “depends on what is already known - the obvious - and hence
resists explanations about the complications we live” (p. 7). One of the myths of North
American culture, internalized as “common sense”, is meritocracy. There is a belief that
if any individual works hard enough, they will succeed. This myth does not take into
account the complications of our differing material histories in our particular locations
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nor does it take into account the global differences that are experienced in our particular
locations.
Boler and Zembylas (2003) suggest there are three typical responses when
confronted with difference: The first is to celebrate it and assume all differences are
benign. The second is to deny differences are meaningful. The third is to resort to
difference as biological or as God-given. All these avoid the social and political
construction of difference. Our schools require more than a celebration of difference and
cannot afford to deny difference or attach it to a power separate from those existing
power structures which create hierarchical relations between individuals and groups
(Harper, 1997). If a classroom teacher is avoiding the social and political construction of
difference and is avoiding naming it, there is danger for students.
Naming Race
Naming oneself as different can be hurtful, as can be refusing to name one’s
difference. The milieu of Room 1 encouraged students to talk about difference; however,
individually most students did not want to be perceived as different. Several students in
Room 1 were very uncomfortable identifying themselves as different as the interviews
indicated. However, they did discuss their ethnicity and religion comfortably in class and
among themselves. There was also some discussion of gender roles. There was some
taunting around sexuality as I have described with David. Height and weight differences being too short or tall or too tubby or skinny - were experienced as uncomfortable
markers. I heard little about race, but it was not a prohibited topic in Room 1.
Racist comments and behaviors were discussed by two of the teachers
interviewed outside the case study location, Dalia White and Kate Green. Both of these
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middle years teachers had to deal with racist comments in their classes. Their description
of their responses demonstrates the complexities in naming race.
Dalia White was a first year teacher in an inner city Winnipeg school. In the
context of our interview, Ms. White discussed the particular needs of one student, a
refugee who came via camps in Sudan and Egypt. He spoke little English when he
arrived and he was angry, sometimes violent. The majority of other students in her grade
five/six class were aboriginal. They did not accept the new student, as Ms. White
describes:
Like, I think there are few students of African descent in this school and there
were a lot of racial slurs happening at the beginning when he first got here. The
kids didn’t, like they had never been around somebody who was physically a lot
darker than they were (voice up, emphasis). And they didn’t know how to react
and it took along time to get him to be accepted. Well, the tolerance was first and
then acceptance. (IT June 13, 2005).
Ms. White attributed their difficulty in accepting this student to difference in race
or skin color. I suggest that there were also other kinds of difference, his war experiences
and cultural and language differences, that were frightening to his classmates. For them,
race was a convenient way to encapsulate those differences. Ms. White described how
later in the year this student became more integrated and was able to share his perspective
on war when the class did their project on Iraq. Ms. White also described the process she
used to protect this student:
Dalia: I know if it is racial slurs, I would have a couple incidents with R. (the
refugee student above) and some other people in the class at the beginning of the
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year. So we would have to have some sit down talks about what those things
mean and yes they can say those things in rap music but those are not okay things
to say in the classroom. And really trying to (sighs) you know and, and I would
hear a couple comments and I would go eye to eye with the student and say: That
is racist. You cannot, you cannot use that in this classroom. And you know what,
they’ve gotten really good at that and Interviewer: That’s my experience too that if, if we as teachers address that kind
of language in terms of what is acceptable in the classroom Dalia: Right Interviewer: Nobody can tell anybody what to think about these things, and as I
say to my kids: I can’t tell you what to think but I can tell you what I’d like you to
think. But I will tell you that this is something you cannot say here. (IT, June 13,
2005)
Names do hurt. The negative impact of name-calling is raised in “Names Will
Never Hurt Me?” (Varma-Joshi, Baker & Tanaka, 2004), which examined the impact of
racialized name-calling on a group of twenty-six visible minority youth in Canadian
schools in the Maritimes. The participants in the study called for teachers to intervene. It
is important that teachers respond to the racism of these slurs, rather than to minimize
them by calling it teasing: “ ... the deracialization of racial slurs downplays the action as
simple conflict in which both sides participate equally” (p. 189). In the culture of
Canadian public schools, naming the slurs as racist requires that action be taken. A
teacher has to choose to hear the comment and identify or name it a racist (or sexist or
homophobic). Then the teacher has to take a stand to prohibit such language and enforce
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its prohibition. Finally, a teacher has to process or, as Dalia put it: “have some sit down
talks” with students to help them consider how language can be used as a weapon.
Learning about the roots of racism is another step in this process. All of this is a lot of
work. The question is why do some teachers take it on? Why do some teachers prefer to
deny there is a problem and tell students “names will never hurt you”? Being named as
different can be hurtful. Having one’s differences ignored or erased can also hurtful.
Student participants in the Varma-Joshi study did not want their skin color to be invisible
and did not believe those teachers who identified themselves as color-blind: “That’s
crazy. I mean how can you not notice that I’m Black!” (p. 202).
The following excerpt from the interview with Kate Green, another middle years
teacher, affirms that students have difficulty understanding racism as a historical process
that has repercussions in the present. A large number of students in the school are Jewish.
Ms. Green related how they and other non-aboriginal students from a privileged
background view aboriginal people:
And the racism inherent in their responses, and they would be so appalled if you
told them that those responses were racist, but they really felt that aboriginal
people got life handed to them on a platter and that they got everything for free
and they never really had to work for anything. There was no understanding of
why this is still a disadvantaged group of people if they are being handed life on a
silver platter. And from a group of kids who actually kind of are handed life on a
silver platter, at least on an economic level. (IT, June 14, 2005)
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How can a teacher connect to individual student experiences and facilitate an
understanding of difference as socially produced over time (historically) and embedded
in power relations? Ms. Green responded to this question later in the interview:
Interviewer: When you encountered the lack of understanding of aboriginal
people, were you able to deconstruct that at all with the students? Were you able
to transfer what they knew about anti-Semitism to others (other marginalized
groups)?
Kate: And that is what I tried to do. I tried to do it carefully and very gently
‘cause I found that kids will get their back up. And especially with aboriginal
issues, white people seem to think that if you are sympathetic to aboriginal issues
or things that have happened over history, that there is an inherent accusation
there that it is everybody’s fault who is white.
Interviewer: Right, right.
Kate: And I remember encountering that as a student teacher for the first time and
having this really really fiery conversation in a grade 11 history class that I didn’t
see coming. And so I tried to deconstruct it a little: So how do we know that those
things are true? Where do we hear them from? What are some things we hear
about other groups of people? Do we know if those things are true? So sort of
gently relating it back and forth from their life and taking it away from their life,
so it’s not personal. I’m always really careful when we talk about racism, I say
it’s really important that we don’t call anyone a racist.
Interviewer: Yes
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Kate: Because we’ve probably all said something that somebody somewhere
would construe as racist. And that’s a dreadful thing to call somebody, especially
if that person doesn’t think they are a racist; doesn’t want to be a racist. So we
have to not do that. We have to talk about, well, when we say these kinds of
things, what might it mean to somebody else? And do we make decisions
therefore about our word choice, for example? Not based on our intentions, but
based on how other people might feel. So we know when you call my social
studies assignment ‘gay’, it’s not because you are a homophobe; but how would
somebody feel, maybe a teacher, a parent, a guest in our building who was
homosexual and walking down a hallway and they heard that? They may never
have met you before and the may not know, like I do, that you are not a
homophobe. So trying to take it away from the individual and pointing at: “You,
you’re a racist over there.” Because that just makes people feel bad and gets kids
angry and it doesn’t - kids shut down when they are angry and stop listening to
any thing you have to say.
Ms. Green outlines her process for talking with students about their views of
others and about how language affects others. Her strategies are not to avoid conflict, but
to avoid anger. This requires moving “gently” back and forth from the students’
experience to the experience of others.
Moving From the Personal to the Social
In Chapter III, I described an assignment in which Nora Brown’s purpose was that
students connect individual experience to social conditions. In constructing a memory
box for the Loyalist hero, students were required to describe each object’s relevance to
135

Margaret and also its relevance to the Loyalists as a group. Nora Brown explained: “This
is not an LA assignment where you just talk about the characters. This assignment is to
take something from LA and stretch it to social studies...” (FN May 17, 2005). It is
interesting that Nora expresses the stretch from the personal to the social in terms of
disciplines; she asks students to stretch from language arts to social studies. Her words
had immediate impact for me:
This image of stretching the personal/character/ psychological to the
social/historical is connected to what I have been reaching for in the research on
teacher education. It is important for students as well, obviously, to study these
issues in a social context, to extend or “stretch” the personal into the communal.
(RN May 17, 2005)
As the analysis and interpretation of the data evolved, a particular concern
became the interplay of the personal and the social in teaching social justice issues. In the
second interview with Nora, we had discussed that connection:
Interviewer: ... So when we teach in the social sciences or when we are teaching
about history or teaching language arts ... When we teach some of those things, a
lot of what we draw on in teaching is a lot of things you said in the first interview
about your own experiences and how that sort of translates; so that’s why I
wanted to do a case study. And I know I can’t be inside your head or inside the
kids’ heads, but how, how those things translate. And it is not something where I
am going to come up with: “Yes, it translated.” or “No, it didn’t translate.”
Nora: The circumstances where it might have or didn’t - yeah.

136

[Here she moves into my point of view- that is inquiring as to what circumstances
work to give these issues meaning. As the field notes have demonstrated, inquiry
is a preferred mode for Nora ]. (IT April 25, 2005)
Among the “things” that I am referring to in the extract above are Nora’s personal
experiences and how they translate in her interactions with students, which she had
communicated in the first interview. I also looked for how social justice issues discussed
in class related to student experiences, both individual and collective. Those student
experiences are translated through the milieu of the class. That milieu is an expression of
the classroom teacher’s translation of curriculum through her experience, what Connelly
and Clandinin (1988) term “personal practical knowledge”.
Nora has been able to translate student issues related to social justice into
curriculum, as is evident in the excerpt below where she indicates how the focus with her
last year’s grade six class differed from this year’s focus:
Interviewer: And last year? Could you talk to the kids about this so they felt open
and safe? You’ve talked about how different these two classes were.
Nora: I think so. I think so. It was different. The conversations were different.
There was some culture stuff I think. I don’t know how much religion stuff there
was. Definitely different culture stuff and definitely poverty and things like that.
Came up a lot Interviewer: And they were safe to, they felt Nora: And alcoholism and abuse... and those subjects more, which for sure hasn’t
come up (with the current grade six class). If it has to do something, maybe - like
sometimes I’ll show a movie that has a parent that’s alcoholic or we’ll do
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something in LA that way and I’ll sort of lead it and see where they take it. And
last year it was quite a bit about crime, we talked about that. This year we do the
bullying thing, same as last year and it’s a bit of ok but they don’t seem that
interested; they are still little. (IT April 25 2005)
[Note: what she says here about last year and this, reflects on how she changes
social justice curriculum in relation to students’ experience (RN Dec. 4 2005)]
In the first excerpt above from the April interview, I explain that as a participant/
observer, my focus is not on assumptions about the psychological workings of my co
participants but rather on their speech, actions and interactions. However, those words
and actions can serve as indicators or expressions of what is “inside their heads”. As 1
worked through the interpretive process, the need to integrate the sociological and
psychological perspectives on teaching and learning surfaced, almost against my will. I
began the analysis and interpretation with a determination to expunge the psychological
model, which I experience as focused on the humanist selves of individual teachers and
learners in isolation from their social context and with little or no regard for the political
and economic or material conditions of their lives. I wanted to replace this model with the
sociological model as exemplified in antiracist education which insists that teaching and
learning is part of a material historical process. The case study provoked me to consider
how teaching and learning is produced through the interaction of the social and the
personal. In turn, this understanding shapes my approach to curriculum and how I locate
social justice issues within curriculum.
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Choosing: Agency and Difference
Differences are not produced solely through social construction. They are also
produced through the interactions of individuals who have internalized those
constructions and who can interrupt them, reconstruct them. However there is
“discomfort” in challenging assumptions. Boler and Zembylas (2003) advocate for a
pedagogy of discomfort that refuses the ease of knowing one’ s place and adopts
ambiguity as a preferred form of identity. Within that ambiguity, one still has agency.
The preceding discussion of difference in Room 1 focused on student perceptions
of difference. In interpreting interviews and actions, I have been immersed in the student
viewpoint which assumes that they and their peers have a choice, have agency. Tim
chooses to be different vociferously. David makes more private choices, as does Helen.
All three may find their choices difficult at times. However, these students do not
experience themselves as having limited choices nor as having their choices dictated by
social position.
These students share this sense of agency with many others. I have heard many
teachers, including myself, describe this attitude disparagingly as being an out of
proportion sense of entitlement. In her discussion of her study with a female student
writing group, Harper (1997, in Todd) suggests that those students had a strong desire “to
see and produce themselves as unaffected by gender, race or class oppression” (p. 149).
Although Room l ’s grade six students did not articulate this desire directly as Harper’s
seniors did, they did see themselves as autonomous, as self-directed. This distancing of
self from social structures is produced by dominant culture, what Harper (1997) terms
liberal humanist discourses, which much of educational philosophy and many school
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practices are embedded in. If teaching for social justice involves communicating to
students from a perspective which includes the social production of identity, then
teachers need to resist the liberal humanist discourses which they themselves were
educated within.
A belief in agency, in the potential to resist and to recreate culture, (Hall, 2000) is
central to a philosophy of social justice. From a poststructural framework, a person’s
agency exists within a material social context which reflects hegemonic relations. Those
power relations, as expressed through interlocking categories of gender, race, class,
ethnicity and ability, impact on agency. Those categories are some of the determiners of
difference in a classroom. Students in Room 1 perceived and could name some of those
differences and their effect on social relations, but did not necessarily see them as
relations of power. Nora Brown deliberately brought the students’ attention to power
relations in Canadian history. She also worked to create a learning environment, a milieu,
which was respectful of student differences and safe. How willing or able was she to
address power relations in the class itself? How willing and able is any teacher to name
their own power and lack of power?
Middle years students generally expect a teacher to use their power to be fair.
Why do students call for fairness? What do they mean by fair? In my experience, it is
understood as having a teacher who is not playing favorites and who is treating every one
the same. As understanding develops, kids can learn that treating everyone the same is
not always fair. A student with physical or mental disability may have different needs,
“special needs” and it is fair for the teacher to have different rules for that student. To
move beyond the special needs of an individual and to understand that certain groups are
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at a social disadvantage is a difficult step. Making that transition requires an
understanding of difference as socially produced, often in order to determine power
relations.
Building awareness of power relations in middle years classes is complex, but
there are starting places, as the field notes have demonstrated. Working with students’
experiences of power is an important strategy. Then the teacher can move from, for
example, the concrete particular experience of racial slurs to the more abstract concepts
of discrimination and power. The Varma-Joshi study asserts that racial slurs are not the
same as other slurs which could be part of a conflict in which parties participate equally.
Racial slurs, as experienced by individuals who have experienced a history of racism, are
far more than name-calling. Name calling like “Fatty” or “Dumb -dumb” is hurtful, but
those names do not negatively name the individual’s group as well as the individual.
Homophobic name-calling, like racial or ethnic slurs condemns a group as well as an
individual. Understanding the difference between naming an individual and naming an
individual as part of a group is difficult for middle years students. The students know that
certain groups have historically been oppressed, but understanding how that past
oppression is still present in people’s lived experience is more difficult.
Degrees of difference, as I have discussed, are context related. Meeting what is
different can be a difficult stretch for middle years students. The experience of the
refugee from a war zone in Ms. White’s grade 5/6 class was very different from that of
the urban aboriginal students. They reacted negatively to that difference. Consider how
that negativity could have played out if Ms. White had ignored or failed to respond to the
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racial slurs and exclusion. Consider how her inclusion of global issues like the war in Iraq
in her curriculum supported some understanding of difference.
Are making connections between individual experiences and broader issues
important to teaching? Obviously they are. Are those connections between one’s lived
experience and others’ experience of difference and of injustice important to teaching for
social justice? If those connections are inclusive of degrees of difference, then I will
argue they are critically important. How does a teacher make those connections? It
requires a particular perspective on curriculum.
Experiencing Curriculum
A social justice curriculum is inherently concerned with individual and social
transformation. However, there are a variety of different forms for teaching about social
justice issues. A teacher may develop, adapt or adopt a specific social justice curriculum
which may include a social critique and a response to that critique that involves action in
relation to a particular issue, such as an environmental issue facing a school community.
A teacher may integrate these issues into the existing formal curricula, such as the new
social studies curriculum in Manitoba (2003) which authorizes a social justice
orientation. A teacher may address these issues through the social curriculum and through
including community and service activities such as collecting for a local food bank.
Whichever form is adopted, the teacher’s individual approach to curriculum will shape
the communication of these issues (Applebee, 1994). I reiterate that the individual
teacher’s experiences are involved in curriculum decisions (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988).
My understanding of curriculum has been developing throughout my teaching
life, but certain periods were directly focused on curriculum issues, including my first
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year of graduate school at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of
Toronto (OISE/UT). “Curriculum is life!” I remember my amazement on hearing this
pronouncement in a curriculum course with Michael Connolly at OISE. For much of my
teaching life, I had viewed curriculum as enemy. I understood the curriculum
alternatively as a set of rules I would never master sufficiently; as a set of rules that
would choke the creativity out of my teaching; as a set of rules I would have to placate in
order to be free to get to what I wanted to teach; and additionally, as a set of rules
designed to produce compliant citizens.
As my analysis of curriculum deepened, I understood it to be a tool as well as an
enemy. Perhaps I had known that all along, but had been more focused on resisting the
curriculum than on using it, for my own psychological and political reasons. In that first
course at OISE, I was asked to explore the intersection of my life experience with my
teaching life, in the company of other teachers. That exploration reminded me of my
struggles with authority. The process was significant both for learning about teaching and
for addressing the process of curriculum construction. Connelly and Clandinin’s work is
focused on the inter-relationship of the two. The limitations of this approach for me were
that it did not take up the political aspects of curriculum. Curriculum can be described as
having many levels (Applebee, 1994; Weisz, 2001). At many of those levels, it is not an
impartial or neutral instrument.
Formal or overt curriculum is generated and controlled by institutions. This
curriculum is produced through the cultural lenses of the individuals who write and
implement curriculum documents and texts. The hidden curriculum is not formally
legislated nor displayed in official documents. However, it also reflects the cultural lenses
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of curriculum producers in a broader sense. The hidden curriculum regulates student
behavior through customs, rules and routines. Critical pedagogy understands the hidden
curriculum as a process for maintaining dominant culture. When I came across the term
“hidden curriculum”, I realized that if there is anything that makes me more uneasy than
a powerful set of rules, it is a powerful set of rules that are hidden and get more power
from being hidden. Bowles and Gintis argued that in maintaining dominant culture, the
hidden curriculum reproduces unequal class relations (as cited in Wink, 2005).
Inevitably, inequalities based on gender and race and ethnicity are also reproduced in the
hidden curriculum. A social justice curriculum, whose focus is to address inequalities,
will have to include an exploration of the hidden curriculum. This exploration may be
more or less formal. In his discussion of working with high school history students,
Bigelow (1990) advocates for the students becoming social researchers and investigating
the hidden curriculum in their school.
There are more ways to consider curriculum than from within overt /hidden
dichotomy: there is also a social curriculum (Weisz, 2001). The social curriculum
encompasses what is taught and learned through social interactions. This curriculum
would draw on Gardner’s (1983) inter-personal intelligence. Cooperative learning theory
and practice are invested in the social curriculum. Applebee (1994) proposes the value of
curriculum as culturally significant conversation. Such conversation is a social act. He
suggests that the formal curriculum becomes meaningful when “enacted”, that is
transformed through the particulars of a specific teaching and learning context. Applebee
also uses the term “received” curriculum, which he explains as how students make sense
of curriculum. Applebee’s structure suggests a model of curriculum related to semiotic
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communication theory of message, sender, and receiver (Scholes, 1982). The enacted
curriculum requires that curriculum be understood as a process specific to particular
contexts. This approach is close to that of critical pedagogy.
Critical pedagogy analyses the teaching process as based on teaching positions or
models of transmission, transaction and transformation. (Adams, 1997; Wink, 2005).
These three models reflect different understandings of curriculum and of epistemology.
In the transmission model, which Freire termed the “banking” model, knowledge is
deposited in the learner by the teacher, as money is deposited in a bank by a customer. To
extend the metaphor, the value of the currency (the curriculum) is determined by market
forces beyond the reach of either the client or the service provider. The transaction model
requires an exchange between teacher and learner, giving an active and interactive
dimension to the learning process. This model requires a more flexible understanding of
curriculum which can respond to the learning needs of both teacher and student. In the
transformative model, the curriculum is reshaped in and by the process of learning. The
transformation leads to social change, not simply personal development. When education
is directed towards individual and social transformation, curriculum must be negotiated
with all concerned parties.
Negotiating curriculum with adult students is difficult; it is even more difficult
with adolescents, as it requires relinquishing assumptions about the public school teacher
as authority figure and as representing a state authorized curriculum. Applebee argues
that institutional curricula have a limited role:
Though institutionalized curriculum frameworks play little role in most
classrooms, curriculum in another sense is alive and well, effective teachers have
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a sense of what they are doing and why, and they create within their classrooms a
sense of coherence and direction that students recognize (and, indeed to which
students also contribute). This sense of coherence and direction has little to do
with formal lists of content to be covered, however and much more to do with the
teacher’s sense of what is central.... (Applebee, 1994)
Applebee’s acknowledgement of the limitations of formal curriculum and his recognition
of the teacher’s influence resonates for me. However, relying on a teacher’s “sense of
what is central”, even an “effective” teacher’s sense of what is central, also has
limitations. A conceptual framework that understands the teacher as socially produced
and/or as having a psychology which may be more or less developed, will require that a
teacher’s good sense not be taken for granted. Britzman (1991) warns that common sense
depends on what is already known and avoids complications.
Teaching for social justice requires one to explore the complexities of human
interaction. I believe that a social justice orientation requires that a teacher be willing to
deconstruct their own teaching, to inspect their own social position and to critique
institutional and societal values. The reflexive process of this inquiry has been an attempt
to mirror the reflexivity needed teaching about social issues.
However, teachers who have taken up this work express the need for curriculum
support, as Nora did. Jim Gold, another teacher interviewed, was emphatic about the
importance of curriculum in supporting teachers working with issues of sexual
orientation:
Jim: Yeah, yeah. Having a designated curriculum to follow, resource guides for
all teachers, to have in the classroom, not just in the library and it is available.
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That’s not going to work. I have to be able to swing my chair around and have it
at arm’s length. Even if it’s in the back of my classroom, I’m not going to use it.
Interviewer: And at arms length is kind of a metaphor for you’ve got to feel as a
teacher that it is that present?
Jim: Uh-huh.
Interviewer: Am I reading you?
Jim: Yeah, yeah.
Interviewer: There’s math curriculum, there’s the dictionary, there’s the
curriculum for sexual orientationJim: I need to reach for it
Interviewer: - with exercises and outcomes.
Jim: Yes, exactly and I think as an extension to that, not only is it there in the
classroom, but there’s evidence of administrative support for that. (IT May 17,
2005)
One reason teachers identified for having curricular support was so they did not feel they
were proselytizing or pursuing their own agenda at the expense of others. I suggest that
teachers also believe that curricular support helps them deal with the “stickiness” of the
language of social justice which I discussed in Chapter I.
In the interview with Constance Black, she and I identified our concerns that the
social justice orientation can become a platform rather than a process:
Interviewer: You know I think I felt that I was sneaking in my personal agenda.
Constance: There is always that worry. You want to make sure you are being fair
and that equity is understood from a variety of perspectives. The bottom line is
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that we’ve got to get kids questioning about things and we don’t have to have a
set of answers. But we have to pull some of those questions
Interviewer: And we have to create the environment in which kids will question.
And I think my short phrase for that is ’’naming the difference.” You pose the
question, you pose questions that say, there are differences here. People are
coming in here from different places with different skills to do different things.
And there is a socioeconomic difference that is going to affect what happens in
the classroom too. (IT May 24, 2005)
Naming difference involves a discourse that locates individual differences in a social
context.
Teaching Differently
What do the case study and the interviews suggest about the relationship between
a teacher’s notion of curriculum and how they teach about difference? An understanding
of curriculum as a process that includes teacher, learner and content within a social
context has liberated me from my previous image of curriculum as enemy. It authorizes
me to shape curriculum in response to the teaching context. Nora seemed to feel she had
to work around the curriculum rather than shape it. Although I viewed Nora as shaping
her curriculum through the milieu she constructed and through the choices she made
within the formal curriculum, she did not experience herself as having that authority.
From her perspective, the “actual curriculum” did not include social justice issues. This
notion of curriculum was problematic in relation to Nora’s desire to teach about these
issues. It will be contrasted with the view of curriculum held by Kate Green and Dalia
White, the other classroom teachers interviewed.
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Interviewer: So I think part of what you are saying now is that which issues come
up are also relevant to what are issues for kids in their own lives.
Nora: Uh huh
Interviewer: And that having that open atmosphere lets that happen
Nora: I hope so. I think so. Pretty often we get off topic (unclear) and their hands
are up. I’m not pushing them with questions (the students initiate).
Interviewer: No. I see that
Nora: That might be more important than teaching the actual curriculum
By using the curriculum to talk about these things - that’s how you need to do it.
(Overlap and unclear)
Interviewer: Yeah (laughs). No, but you can manipulate (the curriculum) and
that’s what you should be doing.
Nora: Especially with grade six it is good. With the Thirteen Colonies, now we’re
talking about Loyalists and we brought in Blacks, Black Loyalists and we brought
in the Germans and the Dutch, We did different traditions because of the Loyalist
book we are reading, I guess the family is Scottish, celebrating Christmas and
New Years. So now we are researching all the different religions and what they
do. The kids are really interested. Like Egypt and what they do there, pretty free
rein but ... I think that opens their eyes that not every one is the same and -you
know. I try to use it (the curriculum) as much as I can to do that. (IT April 25
2005)
In my notes to this part of the transcript I wrote: “Notice Nora does not take up the value
of manipulating the curriculum but returns to it as curriculum” (RN May, 2005).
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Although Nora Brown tried to use the curriculum to show that “not everyone is the
same”, many of her comments indicate that she perceived the curriculum getting in the
way of addressing the social issues she believes are relevant to her students. She
perceives that work as “off-topic’, as her understanding of curriculum requires her to
adhere to the formal curriculum. It does not sound as if Nora Brown experiences the
curriculum as something she can shape or control. In contrast, Kate Green and Dalia
White demonstrate a different perspective on curriculum.
Ms. Green had been referred to me by another teacher in the school as having a
strong interest in social justice issues. She entered the education program and began the
profession with a commitment to teaching about social justice. From our discussion, it
was clear that she approached the issues with students both through formal curriculum
choices and through the social curriculum.
Kate: ... It’s hard and I’m not an expert in it and I don’t always do it right. And
some of the bullying things I see really bother me and it’s kind of funny to see
some kids who have so much empathy for Aids orphans in Africa, but no empathy
for the kid sitting beside them in class. And that’s a really strange dichotomy for
me to try and wrap my head around. How do you try to make a kid understand or
encourage a kid, cause you can’t really make anyone do anything. How do you try
to expose them to the world in a way that lets them make the connection between
caring about people dying in a foreign country and caring about the person that
sits next to you in social studies. It is the same thing. It has to come from that
same root inside you. And it should govern your behavior in your everyday life,
as well as your behavior with your money and the volunteer work that you do or
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the issues that you speak about. And making that connection for kids is sometimes
hard and it just, to me, really requires ongoing conversation with them. It can’t be
in front of the class. It can’t be in front of an audience. It’s just talking to them
afterwards and saying: I really admire what you said about this and that’s great,
you are such an empathetic person. Do you ever think about how to be empathetic
to people around you? Or is that important or why would it be less important?
And you get them to think about: Well, I guess it is not less important. (IT, June
14, 2005)
Like Nora Brown, Kate Green values ongoing conversation with her students to
process these issues. Ms. Green affirmed that teaching about AIDS orphans, cultural
differences and empathy were all integral to the curriculum in her grade seven class. She
did not feel she had to superimpose these topics on the formal curriculum because they
were not the “actual” curriculum. She perceived the curriculum as malleable:
Kate: ... And I don’t think it is even the curriculum getting in the way because I
think you can manipulate the curriculum - and I don’t mean manipulate in a
negative wayinterviewer: No, but you can choose and focus on different areas
Kate: And you can teach things in different ways depending on the kids who are
sitting in front of you and how it fits in their lives and I find that most curriculums
are actually pretty flexible in that way. But if the people who are teaching the
curriculum are not flexible, that’s not very helpful. (IT, June 14. 2005)
Dalia White was a first year teacher, referred by her principal in an inner city
school. Dalia, like Kate, had entered the profession with an interest in social justice that
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had been formed, in part, through traveling in developing countries. She was committed
to bringing world issues into her grade five/six classroom and integrating them with other
curricula:
Dalia: ... a lot of, a few of, my grade sixes are really academically strong. And
they often carry the conversations, when we are talking about things, world
issues, they are carrying the conversations because they’ve read the paper, they’ve
seen the news. And then I’ll have grade fives who really don’t know much about
what is going on outside their own homes. (Pause) That has been a bit of a
challenge, to get everybody to be aware, like if we are studying something that is
an international issue. Actually having them conceive that that is on the other side
of the world. Most of them don’t understand that. Like they’ll look at the map but
they won’t make the connection.
Interviewer: Yeah.
Dalia: Well.
Interviewer: So give me an example of an issue on the other side of the world that
you talked about.
Dalia: We did a unit novel study on a girl who lived in Iraq during the war. It was
called Sara’s Diary.
Interviewer: I actually read a review of that book, unless there’s two that came
out.
Dalia: Probably not. We read that novel. It’s in diary format and the kids really
enjoyed it. And they liked it because it was the diary; it was so personal to her.
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And in some ways I feel like some of the stuff that went on with her and her
family and some of the stuff they had to deal with and the violence, some of these
kids connected with that and that was really important. So they sort of took
ownership of the story. They enjoyed it. And so what else did we do? We did a
whole bunch of internet activities related to it and we had a wall up on articles
about the war in Iraq. And we also did this - are you familiar with Picasso’s
Guernica?
Interviewer: Yes. (IT, June 13, 2005)
Ms. White used literature and art to engage students with these issues. She understands
how important it is that students empathize with both fictional characters and with other
people. The diary form of the novel facilitated students connection, as did the Loyalist
diary in Nora Brown’s grade six. In turn, studying the life of a girl in a war torn country
helped students be responsive to the refugee student in their class. Ms. White’s awareness
builds these connections between art and life and between the individual and the group.
Like Ms. Green and Nora Brown, Ms. White values ongoing conversation, talking
with students individually and as a group. Structuring that culturally significant
conversation (Applebee, 1994) in relation to student experiences is important. I uncover
this process in my conversations with the teachers, as indicated in the extract below:
Interviewer: A few minutes ago you said that they connected some of the
violence in the characters’ lives with the violence in their own lives. And,
if I am developing any kind of theory, I think that part of it is around that
unless there is a way to personally connect to the issueDalia: Uh huh
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Interviewer: - for adults perhaps as well as young children, unless there is
some kind of a hook, it remains - you don’t learn it as well.
Dalia: That’s right.
Interviewer: It isn’t integrated.
Dalia: That’s right, yeah. And I think, umm, in a book like this where it is
a personal account of somebody’s life. I think that is really powerful when
you take somebody’s biography or autobiography and you read that. Just
like the diary of Anne Frank, where it becomes personal to the kids
because it is “Oh I am a young girl, too”, “Oh I am this age”. (IT June 13,
2005)
Integrating the Social and the Personal
Integrating the social and the personal in the curriculum is central to locating
social justice in middle years classrooms. Certainly, as I addressed the particulars of the
case study, the specific realities of the individuals in Room 1 had to be taken into account
in such a way that included their individual experiences but did not separate them from or
exclude their social context. Peter McLaren (1994) suggests an approach which embraces
both individual and collective experience: “The problem of course is that the remaking of
the social and the reinvention of the self must be understood as dialectically synchronous
- That is they cannot be conceived as unrelated or only marginally connected. They are
mutually informing and constitutive processes” (p. 210). The relationship between
individual and social change has implications for a social justice curriculum process.
Locating or finding a place for social justice in the curriculum, constructs a site for two
“mutually informing and constitutive processes” that may transform or alter individual
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and collective experience. I believe that the tension of the intersection of the individual
and the social experience can be addressed through curriculum. If curriculum is
understood as constructed in and through the interaction of individual teachers and
students with their social context, then curriculum is more mutable, fluid and potentially
more equitable. Curriculum is responsive to the experiences students and teachers bring
with them and create in their classes together.
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CHAPTER V
RELOCATION: LIVING WITH SAFETY AND RISK
If we are to view the site of pedagogy as a site of articulation, then we need to
acknowledge that what we say about difference and how we demarcate it offers
the symbolic material through which individuals in the class identify and desire.
(Todd, 1997, p.244)
Unless we prepare teachers for diversity, we are preparing them for (a career of)
disaster. (Ladson-Billings, 1999, p. 115)
This inquiry has been centered on how naming and engaging with difference is
necessary for teaching social justice issues in middle years. I have identified the
assumptions which base the inquiry: First, equity is possible when difference is engaged
with. Second, how young people understand difference is an indicator and predictor of
how adults understand it. Given those assumptions, it is plausible that teaching and
learning about difference can improve the possibilities for equity in schools. The problem
at the heart of the inquiry was to consider why it is difficult to name and engage with
difference in middle years classrooms. By inspecting those difficulties, I hoped to clarify
how teachers could do better.
I understand making space or creating locations to address social justice issues as
personal and curriculum choices made by teachers, in response to students and to
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institutional structures and the social context. I have insisted that teachers will have to
address difference when making those choices.
I am affirming that we locate a social justice perspective in classrooms and in pre
service teacher education. In this final chapter I consider safety and risk as elements of
teaching for social justice as I understand it. I apply that understanding to two locations,
middle years schools and colleges or faculties of education. As I developed the inquiry to
mingle the voices of several teachers and to include voices from the literature, the
connection between curriculum concepts and teaching practice emerged as significant to
teaching about social justice issues. Embedded in this connection is the integration of the
personal and the social in curriculum. My study of the difficulties of teaching about
difference in middle years was informed by my experiences as a middle years teacher. In
turn, my experiences as a professor addressing difference in my courses have informed
this study. What pre-service teachers experience of a social justice perspective and the
possibilities for students to develop that perspective is linked. I am committed to working
with pre-service teachers to construct a social justice perspective they can share with their
students.
Within this inquiry, I have described some situations which involve risk for
students or teachers. Students like Mark in Nora’s class or the African refugee in Dalia’s
class are “at risk” of being victimized by other students if the teacher does not take on a
conversation and demonstrate how differences can be engaged with fairly. Safety and risk
function here as a metaphor that contains the tensions between equity and difference. A
milieu where students and teachers experience safety makes room for the risk of naming
and engaging with difference. Yet, very often the significant conversations around
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difference are taken up because the milieu is not safe, because stereotyping, name calling
or bullying of is occurring. The interview with Constance Black, an inner city principal
and former middle years teacher, drew my attention to the difficult balance of safety and
risk.
Constance: We talk about the fact that our kids have to be able to walk through
this door in an inner city school and feel safe. And they have to be safe here and
that’s our job because if they are not safe, they cannot learn. And if they can’t
leave the street when they walk through that door, then we can’t maintain safety
here. And so we talk a lot about that: You’re putting on your school voice, you’re
coming into school now and there are different rules at school and I know that if
this happened to you at 11 o’clock on the street, you would have to respond in a
different way. But this is 11 o’clock in the school on the playground and you
don’t need to respond that way. There’s people who are here who will help you.
(IT May 24, 2005)
I have witnessed Ms. Black working with children in two inner-city schools. As an
administrator, she often deals with kids in conflict. She listens carefully with an
expectation that a reasonable discussion can take place. She pays attention to how kids
feel and helps them to pay attention: “There are some core values that people believe in
and there are some things that tell you in your gut that this is the wrong thing to be doing.
And I use that a lot: What is your gut saying?” (IT May 24, 2005)
Sometimes when I visited Constance Black’s inner-city school it would be in
“lockdown” due to gang activity or other violence. It is not just romanticizing to describe
her presence in the building as creating safety and sanity. Constance would explain that
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her strength came from the people working with her. Her persistence, her insistence that
we talk with children about their strengths was never simplistic. She identified patterns in
the families that penetrated school life, such as parents who themselves have not been
parented to develop problem solving skills. Like Nora Brown, Kate Green and Dalia
White, Ms. Black valued talk. She believed that “long conversations” about equity and
ongoing modeling of problem solving skills are necessary to build a safe community
school. She emphasized the need for clear and simple rules that focus on equity, but
noted that interpreting rules and working through conflicts is complex:
On a large scale, every body knows what the rules are but the moment somebody
calls your mama whatever - you lose it, because it’s personal. And there’s always
a reason. There’s very little that we deal with that is random violence, just
walking up and touching someone because you felt like it. The vast majority of
things, when you get down to it, there’s personal injury or there’s invasion of
personal space or there’s something that has touched on their everyday life. That’s
right, there’s a trigger and until we get kids to have some empathy, for each other,
then that’s going to continue to happen. They are going to keep triggering each
other because they don’t realize that what they are saying is hurtful. It just comes
out and they may not have even have meant to say something to start a fight. (IT,
May 24, 2005)
Safety in schools is a central community concern as evident in professional
journals and community newsletters alike. Ms. Black’s position was that safety is not
produced simply by restricting unsafe activities with rules like “No running in the halls”.
Rather safety comes from developing problem solving skills, from focusing on strengths,
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from learning about other people’s perspectives and empathy. Providing safety requires
that teachers and administration, as well as the parent and student community, are
engaged in an ongoing conversation.
I believe that those conversations need to be supported by teachers able to address
issues of difference. How is an understanding of difference important to creating safe
places to learn? A safe learning environment is about more than physical safety. A sense
of belonging is vital. For young people, that evolves through knowing there are
responsible and responsive people “who will help you” and from being responsible to
other people and the environment. In such an environment, where the meaning of
“safety” is linked to growth, students can take the risks that are also required for learning.
The interactions I observed in the case study and the discussions with the teachers
and students interviewed granted access to layered particulars of how difference is
experienced and expressed in middle years classrooms. This complicated and deepened
my understanding of how engaging with difference is connected to teaching and learning
about social justice issues. I believe that structuring an approach to such teaching and
learning involves integrating the social and the personal.
Integrating a social and psychological approach to teaching and learning is
complex. Aspects of the tension between the social and the personal can be found in my
research questions: What does the interaction among middle years students and between
middle years students and their teacher reveal about their perceptions of difference and
equity? How does a teacher’s understanding of curriculum connect to their teaching about
social justice issues in middle years? The first question is about social phenomena. It asks
how social interactions inform us about social perceptions in a group setting. The second
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question is about personal phenomena. It seeks to explore how an individual teacher
encounters a socially constructed concept and works with it in teaching social justice
issues.
Working with the research questions as they evolved and became more specific
was not a straight and narrow path, but it was a path I was able to follow. Discovering
and choosing a method for the research was facilitated by my training. As I learned more
about qualitative research and narrative inquiry, the design for the study evolved.
However, attaching the research to a theoretical framework was more complicated, for
several reasons. First, I needed to resist my tendency to get caught up in the abstract. I
wanted this work to be grounded in teaching and learning practices as I understand them.
Second, there are many layers of scholarship around this issue of teaching for social
justice and exploring them required challenging my assumptions. Third, I recognized that
discourses compete and I wanted to work within a discourse that “wins”, that is, makes
sense of the experiences I study and supports my commitment to that study. This study
advocates locating a social justice perspective in classrooms and in pre-service education.
Thus, this research process is not only a review of the literature, but is a search for
meaning that supports meaningful practice.
Finding the conceptual language to make meaning is complex, even more so
when deconstructing familiar concepts is part of the process. Adopting the term “social
justice” in the study was problematic. It resonated with my parents’ generation, black and
white footage of Pete Seeger and white middle class people helping the masses. It is
heartfelt but not complicated enough. What built the complexity I required was to attach
“social justice” to the postmodern understanding of “difference”.
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What is this understanding of difference? How does it penetrate teaching and
learning?
‘Difference’ is ambivalent. It can be both positive and negative. It is necessary for
the production of meaning, the formation of language and culture, for social
identities and a subjective sense of the self as a sexed subject - and at the same
time it is threatening, a site of danger, of negative feelings, of splitting, hostility
and aggression towards the ‘Other’. (Hall, Stuart 2000, p. 332)
Difference is experienced as dangerous when it threatens an individual’s or a group’s
sense of identity. If the self is understood, from within the humanist tradition, as being
unified, conscious and rational, then ways of knowing that fall outside the rational, that
are different, put into jeopardy the convictions that sustain a sense of safety and security.
A metaphoric or spiritual perspective may be experienced as threatening to the rational
perspective. A collective orientation may be experienced as an attack on “rugged
individualism”. The description of another culture as “savage” may express the naming
culture’s fear, as well as its desire to dominate.
An alternative understanding of the subject may make possible an alternative
understanding of difference. Poststructural feminism provides a distinct understanding
which sees the subject as socially produced. Thus multiple shifting identities are possible
and differences are a given, both within and external to the subject. It is important to note
that this position does not suggest subjects are determined by social construction; they
have agency or the possibility to resist such constructions and to reconfigure identities.
This view of the subject opens up psychic possibilities to respond to difference more
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openly. Similarly, at the social level, this less rigid understanding of the subject disrupts
hierarchical valuing of different groups.
Such an alternative understanding of difference is vital to education if one
believes that the need to disrupt hierarchies is critical for constructing more equitable
structures for learning. In turn, these educational structures become more equitable as
they engage with difference. Disrupting hierarchies and fragmenting the notion of
identity are can be risky activities.
Ralph Brown School, the location I described in the opening of Chapter I, was
again the site of pivotal experience of difference when I returned there twenty-five years
later as a substitute teacher. It was fall, early in the school year and I was substituting in a
grade one room. I disdained the orderly rows of desks but dutifully shoved one desk that
was up against the blackboard back into a row. When the children entered a few minutes
later, several shouted: Put Elsie’s desk back! I asked why she had to sit there and they
replied in unison: Because she’s Bad!!! I was appalled by this naming. When I
substituted in primary schools, I understood the children’s needs to have me replicate
their teacher’s patterns and I tried to do this. I was not prepared to replicate this one and
that day Elsie sat in an orderly row with the rest, not isolated with her nose to the board.
Identities are formed through naming oneself and through being named by others. The
power of a teacher to name and to refuse to name, both as an individual and within the
educational institutional structures, can be immense.
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Implications of a Social Justice Perspective
for Teaching and Learning
Revisiting the Room 1 location may give specificity to the concept of safety and
risk-taking in the classroom. I have described Mark’s situation in Room 1 as being an
outsider and as having been bullied. Ms. Brown had intervened early in the year and
Mark was no longer bullied by his classmates who also noticed and disapproved of him
being teased by grade eights. I wondered what Mark’s school experience would have
been in a different milieu. Mark was not really liked by his classmates who did not want
him in their groups nor by his teacher, who found him too dependent. However, he was
included in the groups and he was valued for what he could contribute, his ideas and his
fur pelts for example. Mark did not have the same place as more socially adept students,
but he did have a place. A teacher cannot legislate that a student is liked, but can legislate
they are protected and given a place. Nora did that by creating a milieu where differences
were named and accepted. This milieu included the social curriculum.
Nora: I don’t go home thinking trying to figure out how to get them all to do their
homework. I go home trying to figure out how they can be happy tomorrow.
LB: ... Is there anything you want to add to what you’ve said?
Nora: Not really. I know how I feel and how passionate I am about it; cause I am.
But I don’t know if I verbalize it. (TI November 18, 2004)
Nora Brown’s orientation to teaching and learning is holistic. This was
demonstrated in the analysis of the field notes where the categories of relationship and
talk emerged as central. Relationship and the talk which sustains relationship are
signifiers of a holistic approach to teaching and learning. Nora Brown did not say: “I
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don’t go home worrying about their social life. I go home and try to figure out how they
can master paragraph writing.” I know from our conversations that Nora also worried
about paragraph writing. However, in an interview where she is asked to consider her
approach, the orientation she presents is holistic, encompassing the students’
psychological and social selves as integral to the process of teaching and learning.
The above excerpt from the interview is revealing at another level. After an hour
of conversation with me about how and why she teaches, Nora concludes by stating: “I
know how I feel and how passionate I am about it; cause I am. But I don’t know if I
verbalize it.” In retrospect, I would agree with Nora that her articulation of what she does
in the classroom and why she does it is partial, is in process. I wonder to what extent this
capable and caring teacher would be stronger, were she able to reflect on and articulate
her process more completely, more purposefully? I have suggested that reflexivity needs
to be built in to engagement with social justice issues and that Nora’s choice to
participate in this study expressed her desire to develop her reflexivity, which she
defines, in part, as “verbalizing it”.
Nora and her student, Mark, individuals with their strengths and weaknesses,
work out meaning from their very different positions in the classroom. That classroom is
embedded in cultural values and institutional regulations produced through relations of
power. I believe that an awareness and articulation of how these social structures shape
personal interactions in the classroom is important for equity.
The call for social justice, for equity in education, is not made with one voice or
even many voices in unison. Rather there is a cacophony of different perspectives to
listen to and learn from: antiracist education, critical pedagogy, decolonizing pedagogy,
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feminist pedagogy, queer pedagogy (Trifonas, 2003). Encountering this theory is much
like a day in a grade eight classroom, many perspectives to attend to and balance. It is
problematic to generalize about these movements, just as it is problematic to homogenize
twenty five thirteen-year-olds into “my grade eight class”. I need to meet each student as
an individual and I also need to teach the class as a whole. Similarly, one must engage in
social justice issues in the classroom in relation to the specificity of what is occurring
among people in that particular time and space, but also from an integrated conception of
the issues. That engagement will acknowledge that differences and commonalities are
present. Kate Green addressed her students’ negative stereotypes of aboriginal people
through the lens of Anti-Semitism which was part of their experience. Dalia White talked
with her aboriginal students about their stereotypes of the privileged students from Ms.
Green’s school with whom they played sports. These specific interventions or “lessons”
occurred within an ongoing inquiry based study of world issues. In Ms. Brown’s room,
the specific interventions occurred, but the structure of world issues or social justice was
not articulated. Based on our research relationship, I suggest such a structure was not
articulated or “verbalized” partly because of Nora Brown’s teacher education program
and partly because of her life history.
This inquiry affirms that there is “space” in middle years classrooms to locate and
explore social justice issues. This exploration can be focused on differences and how they
are structured and experienced by individuals and groups. Simplifying or reducing the
complexities of these issues should relate to the student development and not result from
an external demand to homogenize cultural differences. Ms. White’s grade 5/6 class
would not study the war in Iraq at the same level of complexity as high school students,
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but they were concerned with the problem of why this war occurred and its impact on
people’s lives. The discussion of these social issues is ongoing. We do not “finish” a unit
on homophobia the way we finish a unit on fractions (although finishing fractions can
also be a problem). The discussion of these issues is also very site specific. In Ms.
Brown’s discussion of exploration and religious prejudice in social studies class, Karen’s
response about witnessing Sikh students being bullied was taken up directly in terms of
difference, that is, looking different. After having been given the students’ historical
examples of religious persecution, Ms. Brown had asked for students’ direct experience.
The connection to student experience is important to the process and Ms. Brown was
diligent in making the abstract concrete for the grade sixes. She also incorporated her
own experiences. However, content is not limited to the class or their teacher’s
experience. Formal curriculum materials from novels to newspapers were utilized. Both
Ms. Brown and Ms. White used novels in diary form to help students relate to
experiences from different times and cultures by exploring the personal lives of young
people in those locations. The individual experiences scaffold to more complex
experiences.
Middle years students’ sense of fairness can be an important location for social
justice issues. In addition, their need to question authority could be directed beyond the
personal to the social. As I have suggested earlier, generally, these students do not like to
be seen as “different”; however, they also do not like to see others treated unfairly
because of differences. If the students understood difference less negatively, their sense
of fairness might be applied more broadly.

167

What is involved in changing the understanding of difference? I have studied
some of the practices in Ms. Brown’s class and discussed the process. What have I
learned? Establishing a milieu where students trust they will be heard and where they
learn to listen for other perspectives is fundamental. Time for long and ongoing
conversations is required and this necessitates curriculum decisions. Nora taught her
students how to have those conversations, as well as modeling them. If she had fully
believed these were curricular conversations it would have eased her way. Ms. Green was
concerned that group discussion of issues in her class had not been directed enough. She
found it valuable to talk to students individually about how they were able to show
empathy. Nora Brown too spent time talking through things with individual students,
including students from previous years.
How the teacher talks with students is key, as is how the teacher structures class
conversations. If making a curricular choice to link the personal and the social world is
central to locating social justice issues in middle years classrooms, then how the teacher
makes that link and how it is pursued and teased out is also important. Applebee’s (1994)
term for curriculum, “culturally significant conversations”, can shape the process. The
individual teacher’s sense of purpose also shapes it.
Kate: My interest in social justice issues preceded my interest in education. ...
And, I became interested in University but you become really aware of the
breadth and depth of all the things in the world that need attention and don’t get
attention. And kids need to, people need to start to think about that, just as part of
the way the world is when they are young, and what their role is and what their
role can be. And kids don’t always see what their role can be. I mean they think:
168

“I’m just a kid. It’s not my job. I can’t do anything even if I want to.” So I think it
is really important, especially when you are teaching history or geography, that
you go beyond where it is on a map or what happened to this group of people
according this other group of people and start thinking about “what does that
mean”, what does that mean for real people in their real lives? So, I think, to me,
teaching social justice issues in the classroom was a reason to get involved in
education, not something that occurred to me after I was already there. ( IT June
14, 2005)
Ms. Green articulates her sense of purpose, that is, to work with students and to build an
understanding and connection to how world issues affect people. In working with middle
years students she structures the significant conversations based on her knowledge of
them, their life stage and their social context. Her curriculum choices reflect her sense of
purpose, as did Dali a White’s.
Nora Brown’s curriculum choices were less deliberate but the direction she gave
to those choices was penetrated by her purpose, to protect and guide her students. When
she was a beginning teacher, her understanding of how to protect and guide them had
been to support their emotional needs. As her teaching developed, Nora’s schema
included the social context as part of what protects and hurts students, just as she had
asked students to include the social context to the individual character’s memory box.
That expansion of her purpose was expressed, in part, through her participation in the
study.
Nora Brown was very direct with students. She was direct about asking them to
stretch from the personal to the social with the memory box assignment. She was direct
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about naming behavior and feelings, her own as well as theirs. Trust was built from
demonstrating trustworthiness through actions. Nora had explained that her students
knew she would stick up for them. Within that trust, Ms. Brown could ask students to
take risks. Part of what created the trust was that in Room 1 there were many ways to
know and it was okay to make mistakes. Nora’s pacing of class activities was intentional
and allowed for those significant conversations. In the following extract from her second
interview, Nora elaborates on the value of taking up these issues in guided conversations.
Nora: I think all this is good, especially for middle school kids. They come with
these interests and these things they want to talk about. I think a lot of the families
of these kids we teach, they are not sitting around the dinner table talking about
these issues and stuff, but they (the issues) are very, very relevant to these kids
right now. And if they don’t know that it is relevant, once they start talking, it
becomes very relevant to them. I think they realize these are issues that they are
dealing with and struggling with and they might have heard some misinformation
here or from their parents here but they haven’t put it together in their own way or
what they actually think about it. Trying to get them a platform to think about it or
see what their own views really are. You need to teach yourself to make it safe for
them to do that and if there’s contrasting views and that’s okay. And also just give
them the forum to do it and spend time thinking about it and talk to each other
about it. Because it is important. And I certainly don’t think a lot of them have
talked about it. They have no idea about this yet.
LB: Oh no.
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Nora: Because they are struggling about it. It is on their minds. (IT April 25,
2005)
In my analysis of the interview extract above I noted that Nora was articulating her
understanding of the process of social justice education in a more global way, rather than
attaching it to a particular child’s needs. I wondered if the context of our dialogue
supported this articulation.
Nora explains her purpose as constructing a “safe” way for students to think and
talk about issues they are struggling with, which will include “contrasting views”. Later
in the interview she stated: “How you do it (talk about these things) is not written
anywhere”. I replied that we two should start writing up that curriculum and we both
laughed. Nora’s sense that she lacked curricular support for teaching these issues was
echoed by other teachers I interviewed. The implications of this for practice will be
considered in the following section on teacher education.
Implications of a Social Justice Perspective
for Teacher Education
I have identified how this inquiry was produced through my teaching experiences
working with social justice issues and through my desire to “do it better” and facilitate
other teachers in doing it better. My second research question was how a teacher’s
understanding of curriculum connects to their teaching about social justice issues. That
question is linked to my belief in the importance of a social justice perspective in teacher
education.
In considering purpose or intention as a factor in working with social justice
issues, it becomes clear that individual teachers take up this work with individual and
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differing purposes, schema and orientations. What does this imply for teacher education
programs? Whether a teacher education program chooses a social justice orientation or
whether it is mandated to include multicultural or diversity training in its program, the
pedagogy of teaching for social justice must be considered. The problem of who can
teach about these issues and how they can teach is not so different from who can teach
math courses. Or is it?
There is a belief that the ability to teach for social justice, however it is named,
comes from experience, as opposed to coming from training. Certainly, Ms. Green, Ms.
White and Mr. Gold all attested to their orientation to this work coming from their
personal experiences. Nora Brown did not identify herself as having a social justice
orientation but articulated her commitment to dealing with social issues. She did not
directly link this commitment to her personal experiences. Ms. Black’s comments reveal
her belief that teaching for social justice is produced through life experiences:
Constance: I think in my experience the people who have the biggest interest in
social justice and equity issues are people who have first hand experience. It may
have been that they’ve traveled and they have experienced being in a minority and
being on the out. It could be that they have had personal experience with racism.
It could be that their family has experienced issues; it could be that they have
grown up in an environment where these issues were discussed; that they grew up
in a political environment. Somehow there has been personal exposure and
learning. Whether it has been first-hand, yourself experiencing it or having your
eyes opened by the people you hang out with and the communities you socialize
with.
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LB: Yes, yes. But still personal.
Constance: It’s personal because it doesn’t come from the university. It doesn’t
come from somebody teaching you a course. I don’t believe you can tell anybody
to teach equity and justice, who doesn’t have a personal commitment to it. And
that’s one of the problems. You can put it in the curriculum, but it isn’t something
you can mandate. Because not everybody has an understanding and if you don’t
have an understanding - you don’t want people teaching this stuff who don’t
understand because there’s a lot of potential for damage. (IT May 24, 2005)
We don’t want people teaching math who don’t understand it, either. The content of a
math course is definitely more discrete than “social justice”. Competencies around math
instruction may be easier to develop than competencies for teaching about social justice.
However, there are people teaching middle years math whose orientation to math is
limited and there are people teaching middle years whose orientation to social justice is
limited. Teachers do the best we can, even when we are not fully comfortable in a content
area. We know math is important and many of us know social justice is important.
Conveying the importance of social justice in the curriculum is the role of
educational institutions and stakeholders, of faculties and colleges of education. We
cannot mandate a social justice orientation in pre-service teachers, but as teacher
educators we have a responsibility to introduce them to these issues as critical to
education, to provide a social justice perspective that names and engages with difference.
For those students who already have that orientation, we are responsible for extending
and complicating the issues with them. We are responsible for developing their talent for
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teaching social justice issues, just as we would develop their talent for teaching writing or
algebra.
Many teachers are working in locations where difference can lead to alienation or
disengagement from learning and to conflict, even violence. If teachers are to name and
respond to difference in their classrooms, they need to think about the issues around
difference while they are in training. In the following portion of the interview with Ms.
Black, who asserted above the value of personal experience for developing a social
justice perspective, she explains how pre-service teachers could be better prepared.
LB: One last question. What would you recommend to help young teachers, like
pre-service teachers? To prepare them do this kind of work? I’m hoping this is
where this research will go...
Constance: I think it’s important first of all to have some time to anticipate the
issues
and to educate yourself. And then do the same kind of thinking you do about:
what if the kid isn’t learning subtraction. If I have a racist comment in my room,
how am I going to respond? If I have a sexist comment in my room, how am I
going to respond? If I am having a problem with a particular issue, how am I
going to bring it up so we can discuss it? What could I use as a teaching tool?
(IT April 25, 2005)
Ms. Black identifies the need to develop awareness of how to name racism,
sexism and other issues of difference as they arise and the need to develop strategies to
engage students meaningfully. How can teacher education provide for these needs? It
involves philosophical, structural and curricular change. The philosophical change
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involves a critical orientation. Critical and feminist pedagogy insist that dominant values
are being imposed through schools and society and that schools of education should
provide a location to question dominant values.
An analysis of schooling that assumes schools are neutral or benevolent
institutions with respect to race, class, and gender not only flies in the face of
critical research literature, but is essentially ahistorical and apolitical. To think
that success for all students can be achieved with some technical restructuring and
the goodwill and professional services of teachers denies the reality that schools
and teachers are inextricably implicated in the production of inequality. (Graham
& Young, 2000)
Understanding education as having a political dimension is required for teaching about
social justice issues.
Haberman (1996) delineates structural change as reorienting from a psychological
to a sociological model in the development of teacher education programs. He identifies
this change as one in which pre-service teachers will no longer be reinforced in regarding
minority education as educating a special needs group. This psychological approach
“relegates all the distinctions made about children’s cultural backgrounds and societal
influences as simply other forms of exceptionality, conceptually akin to any other
handicapping situation” (Haberman, p. 750). Haberman discusses characteristics of
teacher education programs which address the needs of urban students from a social
context. These characteristics include: helping develop the cultural identities of the pre
service teachers, teaching about social oppression and inequities, providing intercultural
experiences and developing strategies for teaching diverse learners. The structural and
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philosophical changes lead to curriculum change. A single course on “multiculturalism”
does not suffice to address these needs. Graham and Young (2000) state that Applebee’s
(1994) meaningful conversations are limited within the structure of a single pre-service
course on multiculturalism.
In my research for this study, I read, thought and imagined how teacher education
could engage with social justice issues. At the same time, I was also developing and
teaching a course on “Teaching to Diversity and Social Justice”. The course was offered
by the Faculty of Education as one option to fulfill a three credit urban/inner city
education requirement. The course synopsis from the syllabus read:
A social justice perspective provides teachers with understandings and strategies
for constructing a learning environment where students can be actively engaged
as “agents in their own learning” and develop social responsibility. Such an
environment is inclusive of diverse individuals and diverse groups. In naming and
respecting difference, equity becomes possible.
To understand identity formation in students, we will explore teacher identities.
Inequities produced through power structures in social contexts are reproduced in
educational institutions. At the same time, education can transform relations of
power. The tension between educating for change and educating for continuity
will be examined.
In constructing the course, which would be taken by students nearing the end of
their program, I wanted to balance the theory of difference with practice in discussing
social justice issues. Thus a major part of the course was dedicated to the students
facilitating discussion/activities on a social justice issue of their choice. These choices
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ranged from an over-simplified discussion of poverty to an overly complex discussion of
speaking for others in art, to a whole language approach to learning about disability in
primary school. Students approached their topics from the equity framework established
in the course, but with varied levels of understanding that framework.
The course had to be designed to work with varied levels of understanding. It had
to provide possibilities and challenges to students with diverse backgrounds and
orientations to social justice. Some of the students were similar to Nora Brown and had
strong convictions about the impact of social issues on their students’ lives but did not
have a theoretical understanding to support those convictions. My intention was to
present theory in the context of teaching activities.
The university’s teacher education program had a critical orientation which
supported my intentions, as expressed in the course objectives:
•

Develop group process skills to address difference.

•

Explore identity formation and its relation to social position, subjectivity and
agency.

•

Consider how social inequities impact on education.

•

Investigate how bias affects teaching.

•

Acquire teaching strategies to address difference and promote equity.

What are important aspects of teacher education for a social justice perspective? How did
I plan for them in constructing the course?
Developing group process skills is recommended by social justice educators and
activists (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 1997). It is akin to building milieu in a middle years
class. However, a teacher education program must address more than milieu. It has to
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develop structures which support praxis: theorizing, reflection and critique in conjunction
with practice of activism and advocacy.
Considering teachers’ identities is integral. Adams, Bell and Griffin (1997) and
Dei and Calliste (2000) have detailed frameworks and methods of teacher education for
social justice. A reflective process of understanding one’s own social position and
identity formation is necessary. Through understanding one’s own perspective, it
becomes possible to see multiple perspectives. These multiple perspectives are examined
in relation to power and privilege. Pre-service teachers are situated within complex and
competing power structures (Britzman, 1991). As these are identified, understanding the
political dimension of education is possible. Investigating one’s own biases is the
beginning of addressing bias in the classroom. My awareness of how certain terms were
“sticky” for me and even “stickier” for others sensitized me to how my students might
experience the language of our discussions. However, a consideration of language as a
social regulator as well as a means of personal expression was not taken up over our ten
week course, except peripherally. Such a study of language, if embedded in the text and
practice of teaching and learning, would be meaningful for the process of naming
difference.
I believe that for pre-service teachers, the reflective process should be directly
applied to active teaching about a specific issue and followed by a deconstruction of that
teaching. In my own course, the peer teaching experience was central. However, the
deconstruction of the students’ teaching was limited. Other students gave written
feedback and I gave written feedback and a grade based on the criteria set out. Time
between presentations was limited and there was a tendency (which is perhaps part of
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teacher culture) to praise rather than critique each others’ work. I am not sure how I
would develop more thorough critiques. A longer than ten-week timeframe and not being
a sessional instructor are structural changes which would help. A personal change would
also be required; I would have to forgo some of my need to nurture. There is also my fear
of imposing my perspective, of pulling rank. The privilege attached to the role of
professor increased the concerns I had shared with Ms. Black about proselytizing.
The issue of imposing values arose in discussions in the course itself. The
students too were concerned about imposing values or being censured for their values. I
emphasized that being direct and making our beliefs clear was better than a hidden
curriculum. I also suggested that modeling that one’s beliefs are integral is valuable.
Having beliefs and biases is not the problem; imposing them on others is problematic. A
teacher/professor has particular roles and responsibilities and must also recognize the
limits of their perspective and their worldview. I remember the time of my schooling, a
location where multiple perspectives were rarely found in texts or from teachers. Still I
recall how some of my teachers opened up the world, asked me to inquire, even from
within their strong parochial worldview. I also remember the ones who shut out
possibilities.
I believe if the ability to name and respond to difference is important for students,
it is important for student or pre-service teachers to learn about. In teacher education, a
constructivist orientation that values experience and understands it as socially constructed
will support a curriculum which integrates multiple perspectives. Through understanding
one’s own perspective, it becomes possible to see multiple perspectives and to value
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difference. These multiple perspectives are examined critically in relation to power and
privilege.
Working meaningfully with students in schools or colleges involves accessing
their prior knowledge, building on their experiences and challenging them to discover
and integrate different perspectives. This study attempted to describe and interpret that
process in Room 1 with Nora Brown and her grade six class. The narratives of Constance
Black, Jim Gold, Kate Green and Dalia White bring the dimension of their experiences
into the narrative of Room 1 and extend the inquiry into the realm of curriculum choices.
The interpretation of the collective experiences expresses the differing voices of these
teachers and their students and includes my narrative of my experiences layered with the
voices of my teachers and my students.
We teach from within a system and also from within our identity and our psyche.
Todd’s (1997) Learning Desire and Britzman’s (2003) After-Education infuse
poststructural feminist pedagogy with Freudian theory. Perhaps the connection to
Freudian psychology comes from the focus on the local, on the specifics of difference,
which call up individuals’ life histories. Nora Brown’s life history located her in Room 1.
The tension of teaching for social justice while teaching David, Jenna, Mark and the
whole class of twenty-five is not easily resolved. I am interested in pursuing how this
tension between individual and collective narratives and identities is worked out in
locations of teaching and learning. I am particularly interested in how the tension
between the social and the personal is balanced when teaching from a social justice
perspective.
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What relocations facilitate sharing perspectives while naming difference when we
teach? Moving from a desire for surety to a dance with the ambiguity of multiple
perspectives reorients our teaching position. Relocating social constructs so as to embrace
hybridity, the fusion of cultures, will extend the social fabric. Relocating our identities
outside the dualism of Self and Other and seeking a dialectic where differences generate
meaning is within our experience.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A

IRB CONSENT FORMS
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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A. Teachers with Expertise
1 .

How did you become interested in teaching about social justice issues?

2 . What form(s) has your involvement taken?

3. What has been most difficult for you in doing this work?
4. What has been most powerful about the work?
5. What has supported this work?
6 . How did you develop the methods and strategies you use?
7. What advice would you give to a teacher who wants to begin introducing social
justice into their curriculum?
8 . How do teachers’ own experiences of bias and discrimination affect their ability to
teach about these issues?
B. Classroom teacher /participant
1 .

2.

3.
4.
5.
6.

7.

How did you become interested in teaching about social justice issues?
What form(s) has your involvement taken?
What has been most difficult for you in doing this work?
What has been most powerful about the work?
What has supported this work?
How did you develop the methods and strategies you use?
What advice would you give to a teacher who wants to begin introducing social
justice into their curriculum?

C. Student participants
Interviews with students would take place after I had been in the classroom long
enough to establish rapport and credibility. Questions would be related to their
participation in class activities and their processing of those activities. I might also
ask questions about the language they use or hear others using. That language would
be samples from my field notes.

FURTHER QUESTIONS FOR TEACHERS
1. How does the curriculum help or get in the way of your addressing issues such as
respecting other cultures?
2. How does your own experience help or get in the way of addressing such issues?
3. What is your understanding of “difference” and how it impacts on interaction in the
classroom? Contrast with a teaching approach that believes all students should be
treated the same way.
4. What would a social justice curriculum look like? How might it impact on kids?
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STUDENT DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Have you ever felt uncomfortable because you felt different from other kids in class,
for example a different age, a different religion?
2. Have you seen other kids treated unfairly because they are different?
3. What can a teacher do to help kids who are different?
4. What can you do to help kids who are treated unfairly?
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